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 The accountability movement, which started in the early 1980s, has continued to focus on 
academic progress, specifically in mathematics and reading, until present day. However, there is 
a growing body of evidence that noncognitive factors—attributes, dispositions, social skills, 
interpersonal abilities, and mindset are equally, if not more, important as content knowledge 
when determining a student’s college and career preparation. With growing evidence to support 
the positive effects of these attributes there are growing implications as to how they promote 
learning (Conley, 2015; Duckworth et al., 2007; Tough, 2012). 
 Too deeply examine the perceptions and behaviors of an elementary school principal, this 
case study examined the leadership of one Illinois school principal with a reputation for valuing 
noncognitive factors while also focusing on academic accountability demands. Three research 
questions framed this study: (a) how does the principal promote instruction of noncognitive 
factors and assess the school’s effectiveness with teaching students both academic and 
noncognitive skills; (b) what strategies does the elementary principal employ to assist teachers 
with balancing academic accountability demands and instruction of noncognitive factors; (c) 
what challenges has the principal encountered and addressed when establishing a focus on 
instruction of noncognitive factors, and what role does state-mandated testing play in their ability 
to do so effectively? To guide data collection and analysis, this research utilized a conceptual 
framework founded on tenants of leadership for learning and the framework for noncognitive 
factors. 
 Findings revealed that the principal engaged in four primary behaviors, with varying 






environments, acting strategically and sharing leadership, and focusing on the instruction of 
noncognitive factors. The principal focused on school-wide curriculum, providing professional 
development, communicating with a variety of stakeholders, facilitating committee work, and 
tapping into teacher leaders. Even though these leadership behaviors were perceived to be 
associated with valuing noncognitive factors in the study site, challenge remained. State 
mandated assessments that focus on mathematics and reading, along with a lack of instruction 
time, were noted as areas that presented challenges for the building principal when trying to 
balance academic performance with valuing noncognitive factors.  
 Implications from this study focused on the principal valuing noncognitive factors and 
practicing tenants of the leadership for learning framework. Multiple recommendations for 
further study, development of policy, and professional practice are presented to advance effective 
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What skills are essential to successfully prepare students for college and career readiness 
in this rapidly changing world? What should educators be measuring that will ensure, as best 
they can, that students will be successful once they leave the school setting? Schools typically 
have measured academic progress in specific content areas, for example, mathematics and 
reading. These subjects are easily measured and have been the cornerstone of accountability for 
the elementary-secondary education system in the United States. But is providing academic 
measures on content knowledge the best school indicator of a successful and productive life for 
students once they leave the K-12 setting? 
The contemporary accountability movement in the United States dates back to 1983 with 
the publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education [NCEE], 
1983). One of the main recommendations of this task force was to incorporate assessments 
designed to measure student progress toward specific standards-based goals and hold educators 
responsible to ensure that students meet these standards (Kirst & Wirt, 2009). Then, in 1994 
under the Clinton administration, the Improving America’s Schools Act was passed, which 
moved education toward organizing school improvement around standards for learning and 
measuring those standards with state assessments. Under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 
of 2001 enacted during the George W. Bush administration, a commitment to pursuing higher 
and more equitable outcomes for all children was articulated (Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, & 
Pettenger, 2014). NCLB expanded the grade levels to be tested and strengthened the 






The accountability movement, which started in motion in the early 1980s with the 
publication of A Nation at Risk, has continued recently with the implementation of the 
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Career (PARCC) in Illinois schools, 
which is an assessment based upon the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). The Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was passed in 2015 to replace NCLB; this legislation is intended 
to provide more flexibility and decision making to state and local levels, while also incorporating 
an expectation for each student to receive a well-rounded education. One aspect associated with 
ESSA is college and career readiness, reflecting a broad policy to improve K-12 education in an 
effort to ensure students are prepared for college and employment (Darling-Hammond et al., 
2014). The effects of this legislation have not yet been fully realized within the school settings 
due to its relatively recent ratification. States are required to develop annual accountability plans 
that include the implementation of a single, statewide accountability system, including 
establishing annual measurable objectives (AMOs), defining adequate yearly progress (AYP), 
and holding Title I schools and local education authorities (LEAs) accountable (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2016). 
For decades students who performed well on high-stakes assessments were thought to 
have done so because they possessed high Intelligence Quotients (IQs). Since Alfred Binet’s first 
practical IQ test was developed in 1904, intelligence has been thought to be innate, or fixed; 
thus, an individual’s IQ score could not be changed (Dweck, 2009). However, Binet did not 
share this popular viewpoint (Dweck, 2009). Since the development of IQ tests there have been 
many advances in cognitive science, especially over the past 30 years. Barsalou (2010) asserted 
that cognition is malleable and is also dependent on a number of variables. Recent research into 






evidence that individuals are capable of improving many skills and capacities that were 
previously believed to be fixed.  
With the recent publication of research reports, public interest in what is being termed 
students’ noncognitive factors has heightened. Noncognitive factors include such commonly 
known terms as soft skills, social emotional learning, and mindset. These terms are ways of 
labeling factors such as perseverance, determination, tenacity, and grit. There are growing 
implications as to how these factors promote learning, whether it be in college or the workforce 
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007; Tough, 2012). These skills also include those 
more closely related to academic success, such as study skills, time management, and goal-
setting capabilities. Conley (2015) asserted that what makes these factors, skills, strategies, and 
dispositions important to understand is the recognition they can be taught and learned. In 
addition, there is evidence suggesting these factors are highly influential for effectively preparing 
students for college and career success. Economist and Nobel Laureate, James Heckman (2008) 
agreed that self-reflection and motivation are vital for success later in life. Therefore, numerous 
U.S. school districts have joined the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL), which has a mission to help make evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) 
an integral part of education from preschool through high school. CASEL staff members are 
currently working with several large districts across the U.S., including Anchorage, AK; Atlanta, 
GA; Austin, TX; Chicago, IL; Cleveland, OH; El Paso, TX; Nashville, TN; Oakland, CA; 
Sacramento, CA; and Washoe County, NV (CASEL, 2005). Within the state of Illinois, 43 
school districts have been affiliated with CASEL over the past decade. 
So, what does this research mean for educational leaders and teachers who have been 






provide the educational experiences necessary that will promote success in college or the 
workforce for students in the 21st century? Researchers assert that the traditional top-down model 
of school leadership has failed to adequately answer the repeated calls for sweeping educational 
improvements in U.S. schools (Copland, 2003). Among the educational reforms explored over 
the past 30 years, few have had a more significant effect than addressing how school leadership 
practices are linked to student learning (Hallinger, 2011; Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & Porter, 
2007). Research has confirmed a positive relationship between the principal’s leadership 
behaviors and improved student learning (Hallinger, 2011); therefore, leadership for learning 
merits investigation as principals attempt to create schools in which all students attain high levels 
of learning. The era of high-stakes testing and accountability demands that K-12 educators 
promote high test performance, which also requires principals to lead their schools’ efforts in 
promoting student learning (Knapp, Swinnerton, Copland, & Monpas-Huber, 2006). In order to 
be effective learning leaders, principals must be highly proficient in understanding what 
practices within their organizations can assist with promoting college and career readiness. 
Statement of the Problem 
Prompted by A Nation at Risk in 1983 (NCEE, 1983) and continuing through the 
implementation of NCLB and ESSA mandates, elementary school educators have increased their 
focus on academic achievement, primarily in reading and math, as measured by standardized 
tests that are administered state- and/or nation-wide (Ravitch, 2010). Although assessments can 
be informative in monitoring ongoing student progress and determining modifications to 
teaching and learning strategies, some scholars have expressed concerns that a relentless focus 
on achievement testing can be to the detriment of other invaluable learning experiences for 






evidence that noncognitive factors—attributes, dispositions, social skills, interpersonal abilities, 
and a “growth mindset”—are equally, if not more, important as content knowledge when 
determining a student’s college and career preparation (Conley, 2015; Duckworth et al., 2007; 
Tough, 2012). Despite this research, the practices of elementary school principals in promoting a 
focus on the development of students’ noncognitive skills and formation of a growth mindset 
within their schools have not been adequately investigated. The need exists to discern how 
elementary school leaders facilitate both development of noncognitive factors and mastery of 
content knowledge that will be measured on high-stakes assessments. This research is crucial, 
considering that principals are responsible for establishing the school’s culture with a focus on 
learning.  
Purpose of the Study 
One responsibility of principals is to create a learning environment that prepares students 
for college and career readiness, which includes the ability to think critically and creativity, 
communicate effectively, and collaborate effectively with others. The purpose of this single-site 
study was to examine the perceptions and behaviors of an Illinois elementary school principal as 
they strive to balance academic accountability demands with their schools’ emphasis on 
noncognitive factors. Prior to the turn of the 21st century, research on school effectiveness and 
school improvement emerged to reinforce that principal leadership makes a difference in school 
performance and student learning (Hallinger, 2011). In addition, research has identified the 
principal’s ability to provide instructional leadership as a key factor in instructionally effective 
schools (Hallinger, 2011). Specifically, I examine how an elementary principal has worked to 







This study addresses the following research questions: 
1. How does the principal promote instruction of noncognitive factors and assess the 
school’s effectiveness with teaching students both academic and noncognitive skills? 
2. What strategies does the elementary principal employ to assist teachers with 
balancing academic accountability demands and instruction of noncognitive factors? 
3. What challenges has the principal encountered and addressed when establishing a 
focus on instruction of noncognitive factors, and what role does state-mandated 
testing play in their ability to do so effectively? 
Conceptual Framework 
Elementary principals who work with their faculties to ensure students possess skills 
essential for college and career readiness must provide a rigorous learning environment that 
focuses on both cognitive and noncognitive development in varied ways. Numerous researchers 
over the past three decades have concluded that not all leadership is equal, and that 
instructionally-focused leadership with high academic expectations is especially visible in high 
performing schools. This type of leadership can best be labeled leadership for learning (Murphy 
et al., 2007). The leadership for learning framework includes five key elements: establishing a 
focus on learning, building professional communities that value learning, engaging external 
environments that matter for learning, acting strategically and sharing leadership, and creating 
coherence (Copland & Knapp, 2006). 
The University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) examined 
hundreds of studies of factors that have been tied to academic success into a coherent framework 
of noncognitive factors (Farrington et al., 2012) and identified five general categories of 






perseverance, (c) academic mindsets, (d) learning strategies, and (e) social skills. This list 
encompasses factors, beyond content knowledge and academic skills, that have a positive 
influence on student performance. 
Aspects of the leadership for learning was incorporated into the development of a 
conceptual framework for noncognitive leadership (Figure 1). Leadership is a central variable in 
the equation that defines organizational success. Empirical research provides evidence that 
leadership is a central ingredient and often the keystone element in school as defined in terms of 
improved student achievement (Murphy et al., 2007). I investigated how to extend the leadership 








Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for studying leadership for learning practices that focus on 
student learning through the use of noncognitive factors. Expanded from Knapp et al. (2006). 
Overview of the Research Methodology 
This study examined how an elementary principal balances an emphasis on students’ 
academic performance, as measured by state-mandated testing, with a schoolwide focus on 
promoting students’ development of noncognitive skills through the use of a single-site case 
study method (Creswell, 2009). Specifically, this multi-site case study involved an in-depth 
examination of one elementary school and its principal to understand their leadership practices as 
they focus on students’ cognitive and noncognitive development. The conditions for this 
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multiple-site case study are aligned with the characteristics of a qualitative study: (a) the research 
questions are directed at “what” and “how” inquiries, (b) the researcher does not manage the 
events but observes the events, and (c) the study is be concerned with the current phenomenon 
(Krathwohl, 2009). The use of a case study allowed me to focus on specific aspects of 
individuals and their contexts that are of special interest (Creswell, 2009; Krathwohl, 2009). 
A case study methodology permitted me to develop a deeper understanding of the 
leadership practices used by learning leaders in one elementary school. This research involved 
the analysis of data from a single case, to address the research questions and to examine how the 
principal promotes noncognitive skills instruction within their school. Interviewing was the 
primary data collection system used in this research study and occur in the natural setting of each 
participant’s environment. In this study, I conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews of 
the principal and social worker. I also examined any school documents and artifacts that are 
relevant to the research questions.  
Personal Background and Interest 
My interest in this topic stems from two of my initial teaching experiences in the mid- to 
late-1990s. First, I read Daniel Goleman’s (1995) book, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can 
Matter More Than IQ. I was immediately struck by Goleman’s suggestion that an individual’s 
emotional quotient, or ability to regulate and manage one’s emotions, was as important, if not 
more important, that an individual’s intellectual quotient. Second, my school district was 
experimenting with a new instructional approach they called Resource Based Learning 
Education. Essentially, this instructional approach was a constructivist model of education that 
allowed students to use their own questions to construct natural inquiries to develop essential 






equally as important as the acquisition of content knowledge. These skills included the ability to 
collaborate, resourcefulness, an understanding of how to solve a complex problem, and the 
ability to communicate your findings. Both of these educational concepts, Social Emotional 
Learning (SEL) and Inquiry Based Learning, were at the core of what I believed to be vital for 
our students and their success in life. But my ability to truly focus on these areas began to change 
as my career transitioned from the classroom to administration as well as the tectonic shift that 
was about to take place in education.  
In 2001, with the enactment of NCLB, I saw our focus in education begin to shift toward 
developing and assessing the necessary core competencies that were mandated and assessed 
under NCLB—primarily reading and math. At this same time I moved from a classroom position 
to a principal position, so my focus was on understanding my role as the building leader. My 
hope was to focus my efforts on student learning through what I had learned as a teacher. But 
with the rigorous accountability that came with NCLB, my focus turned to analyzing data and 
doing all I could to ensure our school met the NCLB mandates for progress. Over the next 15 
years my focus as principal would be on how our students were progressing toward proficiency 
in reading and math as measured by state-mandated tests. As a leader, this caused me to narrow 
my instructional leadership focus, create structures and systems to support students in reading 
and math, and move away from what my core beliefs held about student learning, which would 
have included more support for SEL and other skills to help students with critical thinking, 
creativity, collaboration, communication, self-awareness, self-management, and positive 
mindsets.  
Fast forward to December 2015 and the Every Student Succeeds Act, and we are 






on reading, math, and high-stakes accountability assessment. Instead, there has been increased 
attention given to such topics as SEL and 21st century learning skills. The educational pendulum 
is once again beginning to swing, as policymakers recognize that students need more than only 
reading and math to be successful in college or a career. Students need a skillset that will allow 
them to not only think deeply and critically about a variety of topics but also how to work with 
others, communicate effectively, understand how to organize their thinking, and persevere when 
they face challenges. Therefore, as a building principal, I am very curious to better understand 
how I can support my teachers in these efforts so they can provide the best learning experiences 
for our students. I am interested in learning how elementary school leaders have successfully 
integrated components of SEL instruction to help their students develop emotionally and 
academically. 
Limitations 
 Several factors can influence the outcome of a qualitative study. It is the responsibility of 
the researcher to clearly identify and articulate the possible limitations with the study they plan 
to conduct (Mertens, 2009). Limitations to this study included generalizability, duration of the 
study, small sample size, and self-reporting by study participants. Creswell (2009) stated that 
qualitative forms of research like case studies are, by nature, situated in a particular context and 
therefore, generalizability to a larger sample of sites or participants cannot be claimed. The 
duration of this research, which lasted from September of 2019 through January of 2020, and the 
small sample size are also limitations. Lastly, in selecting study sites and in collecting data, this 
study will rely heavily on self-reports by the principals and faculty closely involved in the 
perceptions of leadership behaviors and school-based practices and how they influence the 






always be fully candid in their responses, and they may not reveal the whole truth of what is 
occurring within a building.  
Delimitations 
Delimitations for this study included the school site locations and academic performance 
of the schools. The population of potential school sites were restricted to public elementary 
schools in the state of Illinois that contain grades K-5 and are part of the CASEL collaborative. 
For the purpose of this study, the specific interest was to examine the leadership practices of the 
principal as a learning leader within the context of promoting students’ cognitive and 
noncognitive growth.  
Significance of the Study 
This study is significant because it can provide elementary principals with an 
understanding of systems, structures, and practices that effective principals implement in their 
schools to foster noncognitive development within their student population. NCLB and now 
ESSA have had far-reaching consequences that have affected a broad range of educational 
factors, including teaching and learning practices, administrative decision making, and student 
achievement metrics (Husband & Hunt, 2015). Administrators have reported increased attention 
to data management in an effort to more carefully align teaching and learning with assessment 
goals, as well as greater involvement in instructional decisions and increased efforts at 
instructional leadership (Husband & Hunt, 2015). Although this enhanced focus on academic 
accountability may have produced some positive effects through student learning gains and 
promoted data-focused school structures, it may have detracted from child development in other 
ways. The enactment of ESSA in December 2015 has brought a shift in emphasis to a well-






changes may affect school leaders’ ability to manage the continuing state-mandated test 
requirements along with the promotion of noncognitive instruction in their schools. 
It is clear that current accountability strategies through state-mandated assessments 
measuring content knowledge in mathematics and reading are not sufficient to ensure that every 
child acquires the knowledge and skills necessary to be successful in the 21st century. In addition 
to academic outcomes, students need essential knowledge, skills, and dispositions to foster 21st 
century skills, including the following: critical and creative thinking, problem solving, 
collaboration, multiple modes of communication, the capacity to learn to learn, and the social-
emotional intelligence that fosters a growth mindset and supports resilience and resourcefulness 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2014).  
Conley (2015, p. 4) has described a “system of assessments” as a comprehensive 
approach to develop a holistic picture of student knowledge and skills in all of the areas that 
make a real difference for college, career, and life success. Understanding how effective leaders 
are able to promote effective instructional practices and assess noncognitive skills by using 
comprehensive approaches would be critically important to student success.  
Definition of Terms 
College and career readiness. A student who is ready for college and career can qualify 
for and succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing college courses leading to a baccalaureate or 
certificate, or career pathway-oriented training programs without the need for remedial or 
developmental coursework (Conley, 2012). 
Leadership for learning. An education leadership framework that suggests leadership 
addresses the following key dimensions: (a) establishing a focus on learning, (b) building 






learning, (d) acting strategically and sharing leadership, and (e) creating coherence (Copland & 
Knapp, 2006, p. x). 
Noncognitive factors. Noncognitive factors include traits, skills, behaviors, and 
attitudes: persistence, resilience, grit, goal-setting, help-seeking, cooperation, conscientiousness, 
self-efficacy, self-regulation, self-control, self-discipline, motivation, mindsets, effort, work 
habits, organization, homework completion, learning strategies, and study skills (Farrington et 
al., 2012). 
Summary 
This chapter provided an overview of the research study of elementary principals who are 
attempting to balance the pressures of high-stakes testing and academic accountability with the 
importance of teaching noncognitive factors to their students. The research problem and purpose 
of the study were shared and the research questions that guided the study were presented. The 
chapter also included an overview of the research methodology, presented the conceptual 
framework, and provided a discussion of limitations, delimitations, the significance of the study, 









Review of the Literature 
The educational accountability era began in 1983 with the publication of A Nation at Risk 
(NCEE, 1983) and has continued with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 and, more 
recently, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015. As a result, educators in elementary 
schools have increased their focus on academic achievement, primarily in reading and math, as 
measured by standardized tests that are administered statewide. Yet, in order to be prepared to 
succeed in college and career, students need much more than simply content knowledge and 
foundational skills in reading and mathematics (Conley, 2015). Evaluating academic 
performance only through standardized tests is concerning if it has been to the detriment of other 
valuable learning experiences for students that are not measured by standardized tests. There is a 
growing body of evidence that indicates noncognitive factors, such as attributes, dispositions, 
social skills, interpersonal abilities, and mindsets, are equally as important as content knowledge 
when determining a student’s long-term success. Currently unexplored are ways in which 
elementary school leaders are incorporating noncognitive factors in student learning experiences 
during this time of high-stakes standardized testing. The incorporation of noncognitive factors 
into student learning experiences is crucial considering building leaders are the ones responsible 
for establishing a school’s vision and ensuring that it is implemented throughout the school.  
One responsibility of educational leaders is to create a learning environment that prepares 
students for the challenges of the 21st century. This chapter examines research on noncognitive 
factors as indicators of academic performance and long-term success, the effects of the high-
stakes testing movement, and the role of the elementary principal in maintaining a balance 






Educational leaders have the responsibility of identifying the most effective instructional 
and leadership practices that will allow for maximum academic growth for all students. This 
review focuses on the elementary principal’s role and her/his desire to meet the challenges of 
high-stakes testing and identifying noncognitive factors that will provide for maximum student 
growth and development. This review of literature will focus on four key areas. First, the 
national accountability movement and the implications of this movement for student growth and 
leadership practices. Second, the influence that principal leadership has on student learning, 
including the causal relationship between effective leadership practices and student learning. 
Third, leadership for learning will be reviewed as a conceptual framework. This portion will 
identify how the role of school leader has transitioned from managerial in nature to a leader that 
is focused on student learning. Lastly, research on noncognitive factors will be reviewed to 
identify effects these factors have on overall student performance in school.    
High-Stakes Testing 
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 was passed with wide bipartisan support 
as a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 (Husband 
& Hunt, 2015). When proposing NCLB to Congress, President George W. Bush stated, “We 
have a genuine national crisis. More and more, we are divided into two nations. One that reads 
and one that doesn’t. One that dreams and one that doesn’t” (U.S. Department of Education, 
2004, p. 1). NCLB is arguably the most significant educational reform legislation enacted in the 
United States. It has greatly influenced public education and has had a major effect on the daily 
learning activities of students, teachers, and administrators. The intent of this legislation was to 






2015). As Farrington and her colleagues (2012) noted, test-based accountability measures have 
been enacted with the intention of holding school accountable for reaching higher standards. 
NCLB contained four key provisions. However, for the purpose of the implicit pressure 
that was placed on building administrators, I will only focus on two of the four areas. The first 
component relates to stronger accountability, which mandated testing of math and reading for 
students in grades 3-8. These assessments were annually disaggregated into different populations 
of students (subgroups) which include poverty levels, race, ethnicities, special needs, and limited 
English proficiencies. All subgroups were required to maintain Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP), which measures adequate growth for each of the populations of students stated 
previously, hence, “no child left behind.” If a school’s identified subgroups did not make AYP 
over a period of time, it could be identified as a “failing school.” If deemed a failing school, the 
second component plays an important role in prioritizing school improvement plans for a 
building administrator. Parents with students enrolled in underperforming schools had the option 
to send their children to a better performing school in the district or to a public charter school 
(Husband & Hunt, 2015). Therefore, there was implicit, or some may argue explicit, pressure for 
administrators and teachers to ensure their students, in all subgroups, made adequate yearly 
progress in the areas of reading and math. Policymakers wanted the results of high-stakes 
assessments to draw a direct line between student achievement results and the effectiveness of 
teachers and schools. This high level of accountability was used for all student populations and 
the consequences for not meeting standards, over-time, was negative (Linn, 2005).  
On December 10, 2015, President Obama signed the bipartisan Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA), to replace NCLB. This legislation once again changed what is determined to be core 






differs from NCLB in one major way that may have significant influence for the purposes of this 
study. It has been well documented that NCLB mandated academic standards for mathematics 
and literacy competencies; however, it did not require these standards to address students’ 
preparation for college and careers. Academic proficiency was narrowly defined as student 
performance in reading and math, and NCLB included no expectations to ensure students’ 
college and career readiness (Malin, Bragg, & Hackmann, 2017). In contrast, a “well-rounded 
education” and college and career readiness are referenced throughout ESSA, encouraging states 
and districts to provide a more rigorous education to their students. What is included in a well-
rounded education? ESSA includes 17 subject areas covering the commonly tested subjects of 
English language arts and mathematics, as well as the arts, humanities, sciences, and social 
sciences (ECS, 2016). However, it is not yet clear how educational leaders can ensure their 
students have access to a well-rounded education or how, if at all, the U.S. Department of 
Education plans to hold states accountable for providing this type of education. What is clear is 
that accountability will continue. Each state that receives Title I, Part A funds must develop and 
implement a single, statewide accountability system, including establishing annual measurable 
objectives (AMOs), defining adequate yearly progress (AYP), and holding Title I schools and 
local education authorities (LEAs) accountable (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). 
Testing fatigue among the general public. Conley (2015) observed a rising weariness 
in the U.S. with test-based accountability systems, such as has been required through NCLB. 
Although the legislation was clear about a desire for every student to become competent in 
literacy and numeracy, the means by which these qualities were to be judged led to an over-
emphasis on test scores derived from assessments that devalued conceptual understanding and 






over national testing and accountability practices (Gewertz, 2014; Sawchuk, 2014). Numerous 
critics call for a fundamental change in the way student learning is assessed and how schools are 
held accountable (Tucker, 2014). Recent advances in cognitive science have yielded new insights 
into how humans organize and use information, which makes the argument for high-stakes 
testing more difficult to defend, considering that knowledge has been narrowed to encompass 
only an assessment of reading and mathematics (Conley, 2014a). Federal and state policy 
throughout the past two decades has focused on reading and math, with the intent of using 
student scores to assess the quality of teachers, administrators, and ultimately schools. The 
narrow focus of student achievement on reading and math scores has influenced schools to de-
emphasize many of the instructional and assessment approaches that could be used to teach, 
promote, and measure more complex student-learning outcomes (Conley, 2015). For instance, 
noncognitive factors such as motivation and work ethic are essential for both career and college 
readiness (An & Taylor, 2015).  
Researchers (Conley, 2007; Farkas, 2003) point out that there are better predictors of 
future college and career success other than high-stakes assessments. Primarily, they have 
identified that grade point average (GPA) is a much better indicator of future success. So, what 
are teachers able to capture when assessing student performance and calculating student grades 
that high-stakes cognitive tests are missing? Conley (2007) and Farkas (2003) conclude that 
teachers include other measures that extend beyond cognitive abilities when determining grades. 
For example, academic behaviors, attitudes, and strategies that are critical for success in later 
life, including study skills, attendance, work habits, time management, help-seeking behaviors, 
metacognitive strategies, and social and academic problem-solving skills, are all part of how 






Curricular adjustments. An unintended consequence of high-stakes testing in math and 
reading is that administrators have adjusted their curricular vision and refocused school-based 
learning practices to ensure their schools were meeting AYP expectations. At times this 
realignment has had a negative effect on the curriculum being taught. For example, a desire to 
increase test scores and meet NCLB standards led many schools to narrow the curriculum and 
adjust the instructional strategies that were employed, which included an outsized emphasis on 
test-preparation techniques and contraction of the curriculum to focus, sometimes exclusively, on 
those standards tested on state assessments (Cawelti, 2006). Darling-Hammond and her 
colleagues (2014) asserted that as a result of an emphasis on test preparation and the narrowing 
of the curriculum to meet the expectations of math and reading standards, there has been a 
decline in U.S. scores on the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), an 
international test that emphasizes knowledge application to new settings. For example, between 
the years of 2009-2015, the average PISA mathematics score for U.S. students dropped from 497 
to 474, while the international average PISA mathematics score only declined from 501 to 494. 
The average reading score for U.S. students decreased slightly, from 488 to 487, between the 
same years of 2009-2015, while international average PISA reading scores increased from 474 to 
479 (http://oecd.org.data). Having a sound foundation in a variety of noncognitive factors would 
allow students the flexibility and confidence in novel settings to apply their knowledge and skills 
effectively. Conley (2015) points out that states gauge the knowledge, skills, and capabilities of 
students through state-mandated reading and math tests. These are typically the only indicators 
of student achievement that “count” when measuring the success of students, schools, and 
districts. However, because these assessments are not performance oriented, they are unable to 






with high-stakes tests that only attempt to measure two areas of cognitive development—math 
and reading. 
NCLB has had significant influence on teacher and administrator performance and 
responsibility. These effects include diminished teacher morale, restrictive instructional 
practices, administrative decisions directed by the law, and student achievement results that 
focused solely on math and reading (Husband & Hunt, 2015). Teachers have experienced 
tensions with each other due to competing perspectives on how to increase student achievement. 
Teachers also reported feeling overwhelming pressure to conform to the administrator’s vision, 
which in most cases was closely aligned with the goals and objectives of state and federal 
accountability provisions. These provisions often created a highly structured and rigid working 
environment. Most detrimental to professional growth and overall student academic 
achievement, teachers reported that the pressure to meet accountability mandates discouraged 
professional collaboration (Husband & Hunt, 2015; Olsen & Sexton, 2009). 
Some educators have faced expanded accountability challenges due to having numerous 
student subgroups present in their school. Many student subgroups are considered risk factors for 
low academic achievement, such as low socioeconomic levels, special education placement, and 
students with limited English proficiencies. Stullich, Eisner, and McCray (2007) concluded that 
schools in diverse communities were less likely to meet AYP targets, which is logical 
considering that they have more student subgroups under which they can fail to meet academic 
performance requirements. Therefore, principals in a high-needs school, with numerous student 
subgroups, would implicitly encourage the school’s focus to be on academic areas being 
measured by NCLB, in order to increase their chances of making the standards of AYP set forth 






communities when they work to provide a well-rounded education. Although the subgroup 
accountability of NCLB is no longer in existence, ESSA continues to require schools that receive 
Tile I funding, which would be low socioeconomic schools, to participate in a statewide 
accountability system. 
The National Research Council (2002) speculated that because students typically have 
received little information about the relative importance of academic content, and having few 
opportunities to fit it into a larger framework due to the possible narrowing of the curriculum in 
order to meet NCLB standards, they struggle to demonstrate understanding of the larger 
relevance or meaning of the material. Indeed, the few opportunities students have received to put 
academic content into a larger framework due to curriculum consolidation is one possible 
explanation for why high school student scores on such assessments as the National Assessment 
of Education Progress (NAEP)—which test conceptual understanding, along with their content 
knowledge—have flat-lined over the past two decades, a period when the emphasis on basic 
skills increased dramatically (Conley, 2015). A comprehensive school-wide focus on cognitive 
and noncognitive attributes would provide students with the skills necessary for college and 
career readiness and also may promote improved achievement as measured by NAEP. Conley 
(2012) claims college and career readiness integrates cognitive and noncognitive skills in to four 
broad domains, representing key cognitive strategies, content knowledge, learning skills and 
techniques, and transition knowledge and skills. 
Next generation of accountability. Forty-two of the 50 states in the United States have 
adopted and implemented the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) or developed an alternative 
version of their own (Common Core State Standards Initiative, n.d.). The CCSS have increased 






solve, and apply what they have learned (Conley, 2014b) and are aligned to college and career 
readiness standards. In order for students to be college and career ready when they graduate from 
high school, there are several noncognitive factors that have been identified as valuable to 
students’ knowledge and skill development, including “collaboration, resilience, perseverance, 
and an academic growth mindset” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2014, p.13). Byrd and MacDonald 
(2005) note time management, the ability to apply oneself, and self-advocacy also are critical 
noncognitive factors that would prepare students for college and career readiness. Although 
some may argue that college and career readiness does not apply to elementary-aged students, 
without the proper practice and explicit instruction in these areas from grades K-12, educators 
cannot expect graduating high school students to be adequately prepared for the challenges of the 
21st century. Therefore, it is crucial that these factors are incorporated into the elementary school 
curriculum, so a focused K-12 effort can prepare students as they advance toward college and 
career readiness. 
With the CCSS also comes the means to measure how students are progressing toward 
those standards. For several states, including Illinois, this assessment translates to the Partnership 
of Assessment of College and Careers (PARCC), while other states have developed variations of 
PARCC to evaluate academic achievement. Conley (2015) posed several questions that are 
worth asking as it relates to not only high-stakes testing, but also noncognitive forms of 
assessment:  
Will schools begin to use measures of student learning that address more than just 
reading and math? Will educators be willing to collect information in other areas such as 
metacognitive learning skills such as persistence and information synthesis, which 
students must develop in order to become true lifelong learners? Will a new system of 
assessments get at deeper learning and address the whole constellation of knowledge and 
skills that young people need in order to be fully prepared for college, careers, and civic 







Effects on building leadership. The challenge for educators is to create environments 
that foster the development of talent over time; that allow children to identify and pursue their 
specific fascinations; and that teach them to love challenges, to enjoy effort, and to be resilient in 
the face of setbacks. In addition, educators must make sure that students laboring under negative 
stereotypes understand that you believe in their ability to learn. Educators also must convey to 
students that process—applying effort, trying many strategies, persevering through difficulty—is 
what we value (Dweck, 2009). Creating these kinds of learning environments can be very 
challenging with the added pressures of high-stakes testing. Lyons and Algozzine (2006) 
interviewed 45 principals in North Carolina who expressed frustration with the requirements for 
making AYP and with NCLB’s punitive sanctions. Specifically, administrators were concerned 
about the testing requirement for high-need students with special needs and limited English 
proficiency. 
Teaching to the test. As was previously noted, one consequence of high-stakes testing is 
the narrowing of the curriculum. The narrowing, or consolidation, of the curriculum ultimately 
means that teachers, schools, and districts are teaching to the test to ensure their students made 
the adequate yearly progress that was expected. Although aligning curriculum, instructional 
practices, and assessments is considered to be an appropriate practice, a singular focus on only 
literacy and numeracy is problematic. For example, Rodriguez et al. (2009) interviewed 16 
elementary school principals across two southwestern states in 2005 and again in 2006 who 
struggled to maintain student-centered curriculum under the increasing test-focused pressures of 






as it related to a student-centered curriculum, and doing what would provide their school the best 
chances of avoiding the punitive sanctions of NCLB should they not meet AYP expectations. 
At the teacher level, NCLB mandates often have conflicted with what teachers 
considered to be effective teaching and learning practices. For example, researchers found that 
many teachers reduced their time dedicated to other content areas as they allocated more 
classroom time to reading and mathematics instruction (Husband & Hunt, 2015). Maddus and 
Russell (2010) described standardized high-stakes tests as an essential academic component for 
“developing a world-class educational system, motivating the unmotivated, lifting all students to 
world-class standards, increasing the nation’s productivity, and restoring global competitiveness” 
(p. 21). In addition, Amrein-Beardsley (2009, p. 3) defined “teaching to the test” as teachers 
disproportionately providing learning experiences that are solely measured on high-stakes 
standardized tests.  
Smyth (2008) advocated that “teaching to the test reduces teacher creativity, innovative 
instruction, the use of varied teaching strategies for diverse students, and teacher and student 
motivation” (p. 134). Thus, when principals and teachers base instructional decisions on end-of-
course assessments, they may be faced with the predicament of “teaching to the tests” instead of 
initiating the opportunity for developing 21st century skills or focusing on noncognitive factors. 
Fletcher (2006) concurred, noting “teachers sacrifice good teaching practices by focusing on test-
taking strategies and studying the content mirrored on state tests” (p. 160). Trolian and Fouts 
(2011) also observed that when teachers only provide learning experiences geared toward 
standardized tests, students often become task-oriented learners and do not develop the skills 
required for deeper understanding or long-term academic success. When teachers face the 






cognitive understanding of what is being assessed, they look to their administration for guidance, 
approval, and support to determine learning experiences that will most benefit their students. 
The Influence of Principal Leadership on Student Learning 
Numerous terms have been used to define leadership practices that have had a positive 
influence on student growth. Such leadership terms as “instructional,” “participative,” 
“democratic,” “transformational,” “moral,” and “strategic” have all been employed to define or 
categorize effective instructional practices. However, these varied terminologies have 
consistently attempted to accomplish two essential objectives critical to any organization’s 
effectiveness: helping the organization establish a defensible set of directions and influencing 
members to move in those directions (Leithwood et al., 2004). It is widely understood that the 
effects of school leadership on students are largely indirect (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood 
& Jantzi, 1999). However, the conclusion that principals contribute to school effectiveness, even 
if the influence is indirect, is irrelevant since achieving results through others is the essence of 
managerial work (Hallinger, 1996). The new conception of leadership is the exercise of influence 
and the indirect nature of its effects on students (Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010). 
Research on principals’ practices conducted by Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and 
Wahlstrom (2004) confirmed that effective school leadership influences student learning in a 
positive way and is frequently underestimated. However, it is unclear how leadership matters, 
how important those effects are in promoting the learning of all children, and what the most 
important variables are of successful leadership. Leithwood et al., however, concluded “that 
leadership not only matters: it is second only to teaching among school-related factors in its 






Hallinger (1996) explored the nature and extent of school principals’ effects on reading 
achievement in a sample of 87 U.S. elementary schools, finding the principals’ instructional 
leadership had no direct effects on student achievement. However, Hallinger concluded that a 
principal can have an indirect effect on school effectiveness, and ultimately student achievement, 
through actions that shape the school’s learning climate. Therefore, even when using an overly 
narrow criterion for defining effectiveness, such as student performance on achievement tests, 
the results support the notion that principals play an important role in school effectiveness. As 
Waters, Marzano and McNulty (2003) pointed out, when their leadership behaviors are focused 
on student academic performance, school leaders can demonstrate significant positive effects on 
student learning and other important outcomes. 
How do high-quality leaders achieve this indirect influence on student growth? Several 
well-developed leadership models carry the title of “instructional leadership” that do specify 
practices that positively affect both the school as an organization and the students. Leithwood et 
al. (2004) reported that Hallinger’s model has been the most researched and consists of three sets 
of leadership dimensions: defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, 
and promoting a positive learning climate. Leithwood et al. identified three key indicators. First, 
building principals can positively influence student achievement by setting a clear direction or 
creating a shared vision and goals. Principals chart a clear course that the staff, parents, and 
students understand. In addition, leaders need to establish high expectations and use data to track 
student progress. Second, principals need to develop capacity within the organization, through 
developing teacher leaders who serve in informal leadership roles. Principals must provide 
teachers with professional development to learn the necessary leadership skills, provide 






activities. Lastly, principals need to provide an organizational structure to ensure all individuals 
in the school fully support, rather than inhibit, teaching and learning. 
Shared vision and goals. Evidence suggests that the leadership practices included in 
setting a clear direction account for the largest proportion of a leader’s influence on student 
learning (Leithwood et al., 2004). Clear personal and collective visions for teaching and learning 
are crucial for changing the culture of a school (Barth, 2002). It is assumed that these practices 
are aimed at helping colleagues develop shared understandings of the organization and its goals. 
If principals are able to create clear academic goals, motivate staff and students to work toward 
those goals, monitor progress, provide specific professional development, and align teaching and 
learning activities to achieve the desired academic outcomes, then schools would improve 
(Hallinger & Heck, 1996). Specific leadership practices include identifying and articulating a 
shared vision, fostering the acceptance of group goals and creating high performance 
expectations. Monitoring organizational performance and promoting effective communication 
throughout the organization also assists in the development of shared organizational purpose 
(Leithwood et al., 2004). This sense of purpose and shared vision provide school personnel with 
the motivation necessary to carry out specific leadership practices that are related to improving 
culture and positively influencing student achievement. 
The importance of teacher leaders. One of the challenges of school leaders, once the 
collective vision and goals are identified, is building the capacity of others within the 
organization to help make the vision a reality. Hallinger (2005) asserted that an inability to 
develop shared capacity is one of the obstacles to overall school improvement. Research has 






promoting effective change to improve student achievement (Hallinger, 2005; Hallinger & Heck, 
1998). 
When developing teacher leaders, the specific sets of leadership practices that 
significantly and positively influencing teachers include the following: offering intellectual 
stimulation, providing individualized support and providing appropriate models of best practice 
and beliefs considered fundamental to the organization. Teacher leadership, as defined by 
Andrews and Crowther (2002) is as 
behavior that facilitates principled pedagogical action toward whole-school success. It 
derives from the distinctive power of teaching to shape meaning for children, youth and 
adults. It contributes to enhanced quality of community life in the long term. (p. 4) 
 
Andrews and Crowther (2002) identified three distinct qualities that build relationships 
between teacher leaders and principals that improve the school culture: mutual trust and respect, 
a sense of shared directionality, and allowance for individual expression. Effective school leaders 
understand how to establish and sustain these kinds of positive relationships with internal teacher 
leaders to build a shared responsibility for student achievement.  
Promoting an effective organizational structure. Regarding their role as instructional 
leaders, principals influence quality student performance through the alignment of school 
structures. For example, academic standards, time allocation, and curriculum are aligned to the 
school’s vision (Hallinger & Heck, 1996). In a review of the literature, Hallinger (2005) 
concluded that principal leadership must be studied within the school context. For example, in 
some school contexts high-stakes testing has encouraged a drill-and-practice form of instruction 
among teachers who are perfectly capable of developing deep understanding on the part of their 






Successful school leaders develop an effective organizational structure that supports and 
sustains the performance of teachers and students. Specific practices typically include 
strengthening the school culture, modifying organizational structures and building collaborative 
processes. Such practices assume that the purpose behind this practice is to facilitate the work of 
organizational members to improve student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004). 
Leadership for Learning 
Leadership that focuses on the core purpose of schooling—teaching and learning—has 
been described interchangeably as leadership for learning, instructionally focused leadership, and 
leadership for school improvement (Murphy et al., 2007). Murphy et al. (2007) identified two 
major principles that are consistent with these leadership practices, regardless of the name. First, 
leaders need to stay focused on the core purpose of schooling, or learning, which includes the 
alignment of teaching, curriculum, and assessment. Second, leaders ensure that all the other 
processes of schooling, such as management, organization, and finance, are put in place to serve 
the purpose of improving student achievement. Therefore, despite the different labels, what is 
similar for each conceptualization is that educational leadership works to keep all efforts of the 
school organization focused on improved student learning outcomes (Murphy et al.). 
Furthermore, Knapp, Swinnerton, Copland, and Monpas-Huber (2006) stated that leadership for 
learning encourages all stakeholders to focus on all students, regardless of the challenges they 
face. Therefore, all students will master challenging content and skills in subject areas, 
developing habits of mind for further learning, and preparing for fulfilling future careers and 
citizenship in a democracy. Leadership for learning is widely accepted by policy makers and 
practitioners as an essential element of management practice in schools. Indeed, recent reviews 






leadership and student learning (Leithwood et al., 2010; Waters et al., 2003). Thus, instructional 
leadership and leadership for learning have demonstrated impressive staying power as core 
concepts guiding practices in the field of educational leadership and management (Hallinger, 
2011). 
 As elementary principals strive to create schools in which all students reach rigorous 
accountability measures through academic targets, leadership for learning merits continued 
investigation (Hallinger, 2011). With current school cultures intensely focused on academic 
achievement, school leaders must be involved in the providing the structure and environment for 
students to achieve at high levels (Knapp et al., 2006). The original intent of the standards-based 
reform policies and academic accountability measures were to increase student achievement and 
close the achievement gap for subpopulations of students that historically have underperformed 
in school settings. When interpreted too literally, these reform efforts can easily push educators 
to become overly focused on achievement scores, rather than with a broader concept of learning 
(Knapp et al., 2006). 
Copland and Knapp (2006) suggested leadership for learning be focused on six key 
dimensions:  
● Establishing a persistent, public focus on learning—for example, by regularly visiting 
classrooms, initiating or guiding conversations about student learning, or 
communicating frequently about student learning to parents, the community, or the 
media. 
● Building professional communities in the school and district that place a high priority 
on learning—for example, by creating structures for regular staff interaction about 
learning and teaching issues, and by modeling or facilitating participation in 
professional communities that value learning. 
● Engaging groups in the external environment that matter for learning—for example, 
by creating occasions for regular interaction with parents about learning issues, 
forming partnerships with relevant neighborhood groups, and seeking out external 






● Developing shared leadership strategies along a variety of pathways that can 
influence learning—for example, by selecting “ripe pathways” of activity where 
significant leverage can be exerted on the pressing problems of practice, and by 
distributing leadership along these pathways. 
● Creating coherence among the various activities that are directed at learning 
improvement—for example, by linking disparate activities to common commitments, 
by making data widely available on a variety of school programs, or by aligning 
resources across schools or units within the school. (p. 20) 
 
Copland and Knapp argued that the leadership for learning framework be conceptualized in three 
ways: (a) as a mental map for school leaders working to foster improved educational outcomes 
for students in their school communities, (b) as a lens for examining existing school and school 
district leadership practices, and (c) as a guide for planning leadership preparation programming. 
When considering leadership for implementation of noncognitive instruction, a conceptualization 
of leadership for learning that functions emerges as most critical. Leadership from the principal 
that establishes a strong focus on student learning, builds a professional community that values 
learning, and works to create coherence is positioned to contribute significantly to effective 
implementation of noncognitive factors. 
Murphy et al. (2007) examined the research on effective principals and their ability to 
implement the components of leadership for learning. Through their analysis of the research, 
they identified eight major dimensions: (a) vision for learning, (b) instructional program, (c) 
curricular program, (d) assessment program, (e) communities of learning, (f) resource acquisition 
and use, (g) organizational culture, and (h) advocacy. Leaders in schools in which all students are 
reaching ambitious learning targets realize that teachers are the keystone of high-quality 
education. Therefore, these leaders devote considerable time and undertake careful planning to 
guarantee that the school is populated with excellent teachers, and with colleagues whose values 






(Murphy et al.). In the area of pedagogy, learning leaders are knowledgeable about the 
instructional programs of the school and are heavily invested in instruction, spending 
considerable time on the teaching function (Murphy et al.; Marzano et al., 2005). They model the 
importance of teaching by being directly involved in the design and implementation of the 
instructional program (Murphy et al.). Murphy et al. pointed out that instructionally centered 
leaders devote additional time to support teachers by strengthening teaching and learning 
throughout the school. Learning-focused leaders understand the process of developing strong 
teachers includes a performance assessment that allows teachers to grow in their craft. When 
creating a constructive dialogue with teachers, the learning-focused principal makes student 
learning the target of the conversation. 
If the goal for educational leaders is to develop highly effective teaching and learning 
practices within their schools, then information must be gathered from a variety of sources. 
Therefore, leadership for learning will provide an appropriate conceptual framework for my 
study as I apply this framework to better understand how principals advocate and promote 
cognitive and noncognitive skills acquisition. The following sections provide a review of 
literature indicating the need for instruction that supports noncognitive factors and how these 
factors positively influence a student’s ability to achieve at high levels.   
Incorporating Noncognitive Factors into Classroom Instruction 
Public interest has surged, of late, in acknowledging the role that noncognitive factors 
such as perseverance, determination, tenacity, and grit can play in learning (Duckworth et al., 
2007; Tough, 2012). Researchers are examining students’ use of noncognitive factors, including 
study skills, management strategies, and goal-setting capabilities, and their effects on student 






recognition that such things can be taught and learned, and research suggests that all are 
important for success both during and beyond formal schooling (Conley, 2015). Conley (2012) 
identified four areas that would prepare students for college and career readiness. Students are 
ready to the degree to which they have mastered all four: cognitive strategies, content 
knowledge, learning skills and techniques, and transition knowledge and skills. Learning skills 
and techniques, as Conley (2012) defines them, focus primarily on noncognitive factors 
including goal setting, persistence, motivation, self-efficacy, time management, study skills, and 
collaboration. Economist and Nobel laureate, James Heckman (2008) argued that noncognitive 
factors such as self-reflection, time management, and motivation are crucial for later life 
outcomes. Recent research on noncognitive factors has not only suggested their importance for 
student academic performance but has also been used to argue that if schools focused more on 
these noncognitive factors it would improve educational outcomes. 
Measuring intelligence. For decades the dominant view of intelligence has been that it 
was innate, fixed, and can be measured by an Intellectual Quotient (IQ) test (Dweck, 2009). 
Dweck (2009) pointed out that Alfred Binet, the originator of the “intelligence” test, did not 
share this view. In fact, Binet devised this test to help identify children in public schools in Paris, 
France who were not profiting from the existing curriculum. In other words, Binet was 
attempting to identify students who needed additional time and support from the education 
system; he was not trying to isolate something innate within the child that caused her/him to 
struggle or excel. He believed intellectual development progressed at different rates for different 
children and that it could be influenced by one’s environment. 
There have been many advances in cognitive science over the past 30 years. Barsalou 






notion that cognition, or an individual’s IQ, is a fixed construct. Instead, cognition is malleable 
and is directly dependent on other variables, some outside the individual’s control. Recent 
research into the malleability of the human brain (Hinton, Fischer, & Glennon, 2012) has 
provided strong evidence that individuals are capable of improving many skills and capacities, 
both cognitive and noncognitive, which were previously thought to be fixed.  
Noncognitive factors and academic performance. Farrington et al. (2012) stated, “If 
indeed noncognitive factors are malleable and are critical to academic performance, a key task 
for educators becomes the intentional development of these skills, traits, strategies, and attitudes 
in conjunction with the development of content knowledge and academic skills” (p. 5). 
Farrington et al. identified five categories of noncognitive factors: (a) academic behaviors, (b) 
academic perseverance, (c) academic mindsets, (d) learning strategies, and (e) social skills. 
These elements influence student learning to different degrees and in different ways, and they 
include such skills, traits, strategies, and attitudes as “persistence, resilience, grit, goal-setting, 
help-seeking, cooperation, conscientiousness, self-efficacy, self-regulation, self-control, self-
discipline, motivation, mindsets, effort, work habits, organization, homework completion, 
learning strategies and study skills, among others” (p. 8). What becomes vital for school 
principals and teachers is to better understand these categories and how they can move students 
from being passive recipients of knowledge to actively engage in ways that helps them 
understand how to manage their workload, assess their progress, persist through difficult tasks, 
and develop strategies to successfully proceed through school (Farrington et al.). 
Academic behaviors. Academic behaviors represent the first of the five categories and 
includes behaviors that are observable and typically related to being a “good student.” These 






homework, organizing materials, participating during class discussions, and studying outside of 
school when necessary. There is evidence that supports the importance of academic behaviors for 
achieving higher grades. While much of this evidence has been collected at the middle and high 
school levels, these research studies do provide insights as to how this noncognitive factor 
supports academic performance. For example, Allensworth and Easton (2007) examined 
academic behaviors and their relationship to grades and failure rate for Chicago Public School 
ninth-graders. Although students’ prior test scores and background characteristics only explained 
12% of the variation in ninth-graders failing a course, students’ absences and self-reported study 
habits explained an additional 61% of the variation in failures. In other words, the Chicago study 
indicated that attendance and studying, both academic behaviors, were stronger predictors of 
course failures and they were the strongest predictor for earning high grades. 
Teachers do not experience any difficulties describing, monitoring, and measuring these 
behaviors for their students. It is easy to understand how these behaviors would directly relate to 
one’s academic performance, because academic behaviors are visible, outward signs indicating 
that a student is engaged and putting forth effort to learn (Farrington et al., 2012). When a 
student receives a grade for “effort,” these grades are generally based on the teacher’s 
observations of her/his academic behaviors (Marzano, 2000). These behaviors directly shape the 
academic learning that occurs and other noncognitive factors, such as academic perseverance, 
academic mindsets, learning strategies, and social skills generally work through academic 
behaviors that are reflected in the classroom (Conrad, 2006). 
 Academic perseverance. Academic perseverance “refers to a student’s tendency to 
complete school assignments in a timely and thorough manner, to the best of one’s ability, 






(2011) defined academic perseverance as academic tenacity, which is the ability to look beyond 
short-term obstacles and maintain a focus on long-term goals. The ability to work through short-
term obstacles allows students to accept the challenges confronting them and persevere to their 
academic goals. Duckworth et al. (2007) described perseverance as “grit,” noting it is 
“perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087); they argued that grit entails 
maintaining effort despite set-backs, failures, and plateaus in learning progress. Duckworth et al. 
developed the Grit Scale, a 12-item self-report questionnaire, to measure what they saw as the 
two distinct dimensions of grit, consistency of interests and persistence of effort. Based on 
studies that link students’ responses on the Grit Scale to later educational outcomes, Duckworth 
et al. concluded that grit “is essential to high achievement,” over and above the contributions of 
intelligence and ability (p. 1088). Farrington et al. (2012) explained: “to persevere academically 
requires that students stay focused on a goal despite obstacles (grit or persistence) and forego 
distractions or temptations to prioritize higher pursuits over lower pleasures (delayed 
gratification, self-discipline, self-control)” (p. 9). Duckworth and Seligman (2005) suggested that 
academic performance depends not only on students’ cognitive skills or academic abilities, but 
also in large part on their self-control or conscientiousness. They noted “a major reason for 
students falling short of their intellectual potential is their failure to exercise self-discipline” (p. 
939) and claim there are many ways to predict positive academic outcomes that are much better 
than high-stakes assessments. For example, measures of self-discipline are far more predictive of 
positive academic outcomes than are measures of IQ.  
 Several studies have examined the relationship between academic perseverance, whether 






Duckworth et al. (2007) examined grit and self-control by studying both undergraduate college 
students and cadets at West Point. They examined the relationship between college students’ 
grades and their grittiness as measured on Duckworth’s Grit Scale. Undergraduates at the 
University of Pennsylvania (n = 139), when controlling for SAT scores, grit was associated with 
college GPAs (r = 0.34), roughly equivalent to the association between GPA and SAT scores (r 
=.30) (Duckworth et al., 2007). Interestingly, the students with higher grit scores tended to have 
higher GPAs but lower SAT scores than their less gritty peers, suggesting perhaps that what 
students lack in tested achievement they can make up for in grit (Duckworth et al., 2007). Their 
data collected on military cadets at West Point was longitudinal, and they tested the effects of 
self-control. They found a stronger relationship between grades and self-control (based on 
student reports on a self-control scale) than between grades and grit (r = 0.13 versus r = 0.06). 
The Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS; Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004) included items such 
as, “I am good at resisting temptation,” “I have a hard time breaking bad habits,” and “I do 
certain things that are bad for me, if they are fun,” to which students respond on a five-point 
scale from “not at all like me” to “very much like me” (p. 323). While it is difficult to make 
implications of such research on grit and self-control for elementary aged students when the 
studies were done with college aged students, there was a study completed on middle school age 
children. 
 In a study involving eighth-grade students, Duckworth and Seligman (2005) found self-
control measures collected in the first semester—including students’ self-reports of 
impulsiveness and self-control, combined with teachers’ and parents’ reports of students’ self-
control (e.g., ability to get things done, follow instructions)—added to the prediction of second 






high correlation between reports on students’ self-control and grades (0.55 to 0.67), without 
controlling for prior semester grades. Gullone et al. (2010) use the term self-management to 
define one’s ability to regulate emotions to handle stress, control impulses, and persevere in 
overcoming obstacles. This aspect of grit or self-management is particularly important as 
students experience more challenges (Bradley et al., 2010). Students who have developed 
strategies to cope with stress have been found to handle transitions in school successfully and 
perform better academically (DeBerard, Speilmans, & Julka, 2004). 
 Another often cited series of studies used to emphasize the importance of self-control for 
academic achievement in younger children comes from the “marshmallow” experiment (Shoda, 
Mischel, & Peake, 1990). In this study, children at the Stanford University preschool were left 
alone with one marshmallow after being told they could have two marshmallows if they waited 
to eat the one until the experimenter returned. Follow-up studies showed a relationship between 
waiting for the second marshmallow and higher SAT scores many years later (Shoda et al., 
1990).  
 Research suggests there is a strong relationship between these first two noncognitive 
factors, learning strategies and perseverant behavior. Bembenutty and Karabenick (1998) looked 
specifically at the relationship between what they called “academic delay of gratification” and 
various learning strategies. College students completed a series of items in which they had to 
choose between two activities, one that would contribute to academic success in a specific class 
and another that would provide more immediate pleasurable returns (e.g., “Go to a favorite 
concert, play, or sporting event and study less for this course even though it may mean getting a 
lower grade on an exam you will take tomorrow,” or “Stay home and study to increase your 






metacognitive strategies such as planning, monitoring, and self-regulation was associated with 
increased likelihood to delay gratification and choose the academic task (r = 0.49). They found 
similarly strong relationships between academic delay of gratification and a host of other 
learning strategies (e.g., managing one’s time and study environment, r = 0.62; effort regulation, 
r = 0.58; and cognitive strategies such as rehearsal, r = 0.42 and elaboration, r = 0.38).  
 Academic mindsets. Academic mindsets are the attitudes or beliefs one has about the 
ability to achieve academic success. Dweck (2009) discovered that students’ beliefs about their 
intelligence—their mindsets—play a key role in their intellectual performance. She identified 
two mindsets: the fixed mindset and the growth mindset. Dweck found that some students have a 
fixed mindset, believing that their intelligence is an innate fixed quality. Other students, 
however, have a growth mindset, believing that their intelligence is malleable and can be 
developed and grown over time. Dweck noted, “research has now shown that students who 
believe their intelligence can be developed (i.e., have a growth mindset) show superior academic 
performance across challenging school transitions, enhanced learning on challenging cognitive 
tasks, and superior performance on IQ tests” (p. 57).  
 An early example of an intervention study targeting students’ attributions for academic 
performance by attempting to intentionally influencing their mindset, Wilson and Linville (1982) 
showed a video to first-year college students that depicted older students at the same university 
discussing their initial difficulties in college, expressly making the point that their performance 
and GPA improved over time. Students in the control group also received a booklet illustrating 
what claimed to be normative growth in college students’ GPA over time. The researchers’ goal 
was to expose the treatment group to the suggestion that academic setbacks upon entering 






factor. The control group saw a video of the same older students discussing their academic 
interests, with no discussion of their grades or course performance. A year later, treatment 
students had higher college GPAs (0.27 grade point difference) and were 80% less likely to have 
dropped out of school than control students (Yeager & Walton, 2011). The authors concluded 
that students can be influenced to have a growth mindset, which contributes to lasting 
improvements in academic performance. In a study of the same underlying mindset, Aronson, 
Fried, and Good (2002) had college students write “pen pal” letters and a short speech about the 
nature of intelligence that were apparently being sent to encourage younger students in middle 
school. In the treatment group, the letter writers were asked to promote the idea that intelligence 
is malleable (a growth mindset). In one control group, letter writers were supposed to write about 
the existence of multiple kinds of intelligence. A second control group did not engage in any 
letter writing. The researchers found that students in the treatment group had overall college 
GPAs that were 0.23 grade points higher than the control groups by the end of the following 
school term. 
Farrington et al. (2012) affirm a reciprocal relationship among mindsets, perseverance, 
behaviors and academic performance. As one’s academic performance increases, so do positive 
mindsets, perseverance, and effective academic behaviors. Although there is a multitude of 
research to support the importance of noncognitive factors, one critical finding is that students’ 
attitudes toward learning academic material is at least as important as their aptitude (Dweck, 
Walton, & Cohen, 2011). Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck (2007) provided contrasting 
examples of studies in which the malleability of mindsets is demonstrated. In study one, seventh-
grade students in a randomized treatment group participated in a weekly 25-minute advisory 






that the brain is like a muscle that grows with use. Prior to the intervention, math grades had 
been declining for both groups. After the intervention, the math grades of students in the 
treatment group stabilized while the grades of students in the control group continued to decline, 
for an overall difference between groups of 0.30 grade points by year’s end (Blackwell et al., 
2007). In Study two, after the eight-week intervention in which students in the treatment 
condition were taught that the brain can grow with use, the researchers tested the understanding 
of all students (treatment and control) about how the brain works, as well as measuring changes 
in their attitudes about the nature of intelligence (before and after intervention). They found that 
treated students changed their understanding of the brain, changed their beliefs about 
intelligence, and performed better than students in the control group. Unlike Study one, Study 
two provides strong and direct evidence that mindsets are malleable. In other words, students’ 
successes on school-related tasks that are new and challenging can be significantly influenced in 
a positive way if they have a belief system that supports them while they struggle through new 
learning (Blackwell et al., 2007). This notion of academic mindset has been embraced by 
practitioners, who see daily evidence that students who believe effort matters more than innate 
aptitude are able to perform at higher academic levels in school (Farrington et al., 2012). Having 
a sense of confidence is a most powerful attribute that facilitates success in school. Confidence is 
particularly powerful in the face of adversity. When things do not go right, or when errors are 
made, having high levels of confidence that foster a “can do” or “want to do” attitude can assist 
in getting through many roadblocks (Hattie, 2009.) 
Overall, research evidence clearly demonstrates that academic mindsets increase a 
student’s academic perseverance and improve academic behaviors, leading to better academic 






persistence, and engagement all reflected zones of desired effects in relation to typical student 
growth. When a student displays a positive growth mindset, he or she is much more likely to 
persist at academic tasks despite setbacks and to exhibit the kinds of academic behaviors that 
lead to learning and school success. Unfortunately, mindset also has a negative feedback loop. 
Therefore, when students have a fixed mindset they are much more likely to give up and 
withdraw from academic work, subsequently demonstrating poor academic performance 
(Farrington et al., 2012).   
 Learning strategies. Learning strategies include “metacognition, self-regulated learning, 
time management, and goal setting” (Farrington et al., 2012, p. 39). The more students employ 
these learning strategies, the more likely they are to achieve at higher academic levels. Crede and 
Kuncel (2008) highlighted the importance of monitoring one’s thinking and progression toward 
learning. Zimmerman and Schunk (1989) stated that the intentional use of metacognitive 
strategies to achieve learning outcomes is an example of self-regulated learning. Bandura et al. 
(2001) described the use of metacognitive strategies as self-awareness, which involves the ability 
to make accurate self-judgments of one’s skills and levels of understanding, have a sense of 
internal motivation, and have experienced personal satisfaction when goals are attained. This 
skill relates to an individual’s perception of his/her ability to execute a plan (executive 
functioning) and has been shown to shape long-term success both in and out of school. Dweck 
(2009) believes that executive functioning, which enables students to filter distractions, prioritize 
tasks, set and achieve goals, and control impulses, is at the heart of intellectual ability and is a 
recognized predictor of academic performance.  
 Although there is considerable evidence that students learn more when they have more 






learning, there are several limitations in the research on metacognition and self-regulated 
learning (Lennon, 2010). As Lennon (2010, p. 85) pointed out, “this field of research is still 
struggling to develop a widely accepted assessment” of self-regulated learning, with researchers 
using varied instruments to measure similar concepts and a heavy reliance on student self-reports 
to measure metacognitive strategy use (Winne, Jamieson-Noel, & Muis, 2002). Despite the 
limitations previously mentioned, research shows that students who utilize self-regulation 
strategies tend to perform better in the classroom. Pintrich and DeGroot (1990) examined self-
regulated learning, motivational orientation, and classroom academic performance of 173 
seventh-graders in science and English. Using the Motivated Strategies for Learning 
Questionnaire (MSLQ), a self-report scale 7 that measured student self-efficacy, intrinsic value, 
test anxiety, self-regulation, and use of learning strategies, they found that students with high 
self-efficacy used metacognitive strategies more and were more self-regulating than students 
with low self-efficacy. Pintrich and DeGroot concluded that teaching students to use self-
regulatory strategies in the classroom is extremely important, as the use of these strategies “is 
essential for academic performance on different types of actual classroom tasks” (p. 38). 
Pokay and Blumenfeld (1990) examined the use of both subject-specific strategies and 
general metacognitive strategies in high school geometry classes. They looked at the 
relationships among motivation, learning strategies, and academic performance for 283 geometry 
students in three high schools. Early in the course, the use of specific geometry strategies, 
metacognitive strategies, and effort management strategies were all significant predictors of 
course performance, accounting for 41% of the variance in grades. In another high school study, 
Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1986) identified 14 commonly used self-regulated learning 






interview schedule (SRLIS). The SRLIS was used to assess metacognitive strategies of high-
achieving and low-achieving tenth-grade students attending a middle-class suburban high school 
outside Chicago. The researchers found that students’ total score for self-regulated learning 
strategies was the best predictor of both English and math performance (Zimmerman & 
Martinez-Pons, 1986). Strategy use predicted with 93% accuracy students that were in the high, 
versus low, achievement groupings. 
Effective learning strategies allow students to maximize academic behaviors for the 
betterment of learning. Learning strategies include the following: the recall of facts, monitoring 
reading comprehension, and the ability to self-correct when identifying challenges or confusion 
(Farrington et al., 2012). Learning strategies also may include goal setting and time management, 
which are vital in helping students manage the process of learning. Through explicit instruction, 
these learning strategies can improve student performance. In a meta-analysis by Haller, Childs, 
and Walberg (1988), the average effect size of metacognitive instruction on reading 
comprehension across 20 studies was 0.72, a very large effect. Seventh- and eighth-graders 
benefited most from metacognitive strategy instruction. Hattie, Biggs, and Purdie (1996) 
conducted a meta-analysis of 51 studies in reading and other subject areas and found that the 
average effect sizes due to instruction in cognitive and metacognitive skills were 0.57 on 
performance, 0.16 on study skills expertise, and 0.48 on positive affect. For low-level learning 
tasks such as simple recall of formulas, they found memorization techniques to be highly 
effective. For learning strategies that aid in higher-level learning, much more is required from 
both the teacher and student. Teaching such strategies in the context of the subject-area 
classroom is much more effective than teaching strategies or study skills in isolation. Their 






immediate benefits. Finally, Dignath et al. (2008) conducted a meta-analysis of research 
investigating whether primary school children could be taught self-regulation skills to benefit 
reading, writing, math, science, and self-efficacy performance. Overall, across 48 studies, self-
regulation training produced a weighted effect size of 0.62 on academic performance, using a 
variety of tactics. Reiterating that regardless of age group, metacognitive instruction is beneficial 
to student performance. 
Collectively, research provides evidence that knowing and understanding how and when 
to use learning strategies are associated with higher overall learning and better academic 
performance. These relationships were demonstrated in elementary, middle, high school, and 
college age students across a variety of subject areas (Farrington et al., 2012). 
 Social skills. Social skills are the fifth group of noncognitive factors, which includes such 
interpersonal qualities as cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control 
(Malecki & Elliott, 2002). CASEL lists five similar social-emotional learning core competencies: 
self-management, self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making. Most, if not all, of social-emotional learning (SEL) falls under these categories. One 
theory behind SEL is that the effects on academic performance are largely indirect, enacted 
through students’ behaviors in the classroom. In other words, if one could develop students’ 
competencies in the areas of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship 
skills, and responsible decision-making, then students would engage in more positive social 
behaviors and have fewer problems with misconduct and less emotional distress, resulting in 
more engagement in the classroom and hence better test scores and grades (CASEL, 2005; 






Durlak et al. (2011) defined SEL as the process through which students and adults learn 
and apply the skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive 
goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make 
responsible decisions. Durlak et al.’s meta-analysis of school-based interventions for enhancing 
social and emotional learning in students from kindergarten to high school concluded that there 
were positive effects of social-emotional interventions on academic achievement. They found 
that, in the 35 studies that included academic achievement measures, SEL interventions had an 
average effect size of 0.33 on student grades and 0.27 on achievement test scores, the latter 
translating to a percentile difference of 11%.  
 Self-awareness is also important for social skills for two reasons: regulation of one’s 
emotions and for recognizing when to seek help from others. (Ciarrochi, Wilson, Dean, & 
Rickwood, 2003). Such self-perception is very important for one to put forth the effort necessary 
to succeed in unfamiliar academic settings (Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007; Silverthorn, 
Dubois, & Crombie, 2005). Social behaviors or social skills have been linked to academic 
performance in elementary, middle, and high school, although the majority of this research is at 
the elementary level (DiPerna & Elliott, 1999). The effect of social skills or behaviors on 
academic performance is often unclear from the literature. Because there is a tremendous amount 
of overlap between social behaviors, mindsets, and academic behaviors in much of the research, 
it is difficult to determine the social skills components from other noncognitive factors. In a 
longitudinal study following students through grades one, three, and six and at age 16, 
researchers found that socio-emotional adjustment in school was predictive of achievement test 






 Social awareness, or the ability to understand and respect others’ perspectives, is another 
way to describe this fifth factor of social skills (Decety, 2009). This ability has direct 
implications both for the development of healthy interpersonal relationships and for more 
prosocial behavior. These relationship skills are intended to allow individuals to establish and 
maintain positive relationships. Hurtado, Han, Saenz, Espinosa, and Cerna (2007) identified a 
similar set of skills, which include cooperation, resisting inappropriate social pressure, managing 
interpersonal conflict, and seeking help when needed. These social skills are crucial for students, 
when they are experiencing difficulties understanding essential content. Evidence from 
elementary and middle school suggests that social skills increase academic performance because 
they allow students to participate productively in classroom activities that foster learning. 
Wentzel (1993) found that prosocial behavior (e.g., following directions and cooperating) and 
antisocial behavior (e.g., being disruptive and breaking rules) of sixth- and seventh-grade 
students (n = 423) each significantly and independently predicted GPA, although only prosocial 
behavior predicted achievement test scores. In a study of both positive social skills and problem 
behaviors in third- and fourth-graders in an urban Massachusetts district, Malecki and Elliott 
(2002) found that student social skills were positively correlated with grades, while problem 
behaviors were negatively correlated with grades. Positive social skills also predicted future 
academic performance. The study’s findings affirmed earlier research by Wentzel (1991) that 
social skills acted as “academic enablers in school environments” for the elementary students 
they studied (Malecki & Elliott, p. 18). 
Noncognitive interventions. In recent years interest in noncognitive factors has 
increased due to compelling findings from several psychological studies that show some short-






performance that is sustained over time (Blackwell et al., 2007). McNeeley (2016) utilized 
Stufflebeam’s 1969 CIPP model of program evaluation to examine the context, input, process, 
and product of the Second Step program, a social-emotional intervention program that focuses on 
four key competencies: learning, empathy, emotion management, and problem solving. The 
implementation took place at a North Texas public charter elementary school in order to 
determine its initial efficacy and areas for improvement. As demonstrated by the results of the 
program evaluation, the Second Step program was successful in addressing social-emotional 
needs of elementary students and teachers’ perceptions of the program were positive 
(McNeeley). However, there have been contradictory findings regarding the effectiveness of 
intervention programs. For example, Shaw (2016) conducted a case study using descriptive 
research measures to identify the effective implementation of the CHARACTERplus SEL 
program. The purpose of this research was to monitor the number of office discipline referrals 
and out-of-school suspensions. After two years of research in 12 elementary schools, Shaw 
found a substantial increase in the number of office discipline referrals related to disrespect, 
defiance of authority, and disruptive behavior. Clearly, not all SEL interventions are 
implemented successfully, and there is a need for additional research on this topic. 
Leadership may be the difference in the implementation of these types of intervention 
programs. Sung (2015) identified three key indicators of positive implementation of the 4Rs SEL 
program. Two of these indicators were active involvement of the principal and on-going support 
for teachers, or professional development. It was evident through Sung’s research that in order 
for this SEL program to be effectively implemented, the school leaders play a key role. Brooks-
Rallins (2012) noted that it is critical for the leader of the school to promote a safe, caring, 






this kind of learning environment is the foundation for effective implementation of social and 
emotional learning programs, but this is not all that leaders must do. They must also be aware of 
the process for monitoring the characteristics of the program intervention and create a system of 
accountability (Brooks-Rallins). 
Dweck et al. (2011) concluded that “educational interventions and initiatives that target 
these psychological factors can have transformative effects on students’ experience and 
achievement in school, improving core academic outcomes such as GPA and test scores months 
and even years later” (p. 3). Therefore, building leaders must utilize this research to persuade 
stakeholders that noncognitive interventions will improve core academic outcomes and then 
identify specific interventions to support noncognitive factors such as academic tenacity. When 
schools are being evaluated based on the results of cognitive tests, administrators must articulate 
how intervening with students so they can foster academic tenacity will ultimately improve their 
cognitive performance. An example of academic tenacity is what Dweck (2009) described as 
“process praise” instead of “person praise.” Her research has shown that praising children’s 
intelligence (person praise), instead of their effort or strategies they utilize (process praise), can 
put them into a fixed mindset, make them afraid of challenges or mistakes, and stunt their 
passion for learning. She also noted encouraging studies showing interventions can boost 
students’ (particularly minority students’) intellectual performance substantially. Praising 
students’ effort (vs. intelligence) creates a growth mindset and enhances performance on difficult 
intellectual tasks. However, it is up to those setting the educational visions for their schools to 
realize the benefits of interventions as they relate to such topics as mindset.  
CASEL. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) was 






learning (SEL) as an essential part of preschool through high school education (CASEL, n.d.) At 
its inception, the purpose of CASEL was to address a concern about ineffective school 
programming and a lack of coordination among programs at the school level. In 1997, 
representatives from CASEL and the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
partnered on a groundbreaking book, Promoting Social and Emotional Learning: Guidelines for 
Educators (Elias et al., 2007). This book provided practical strategies for educators to create 
comprehensive and coordinated SEL programming from preschool through grade 12. For two 
decades CASEL has advanced its evidence base, provided guidance to educators, and grown the 
community of scientists and educators committed to SEL work. CASEL has set standards for 
evidence-based programs from preschool through high school, understood SEL implementation 
in district and school, and conducted research linking SEL to academic achievement and other 
positive outcomes for students. Durlak et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 213 social and 
emotional learning programs involving more than 270,000 students, concluding that those who 
participated in evidence-based SEL programs demonstrated an 11 percentile-point gain in 
academic achievement compared to students who did not participate in SEL programs. 
Compared to students who did not participate in SEL programs, students participating in SEL 
programs also showed improved classroom behavior, an increased ability to manage stress and 
depression, and better attitudes about themselves, others, and school (Durlak et al., 2011). The 
2011 meta-analysis demonstrated numerous positive impacts of social and emotional learning. 
In 2011, CASEL embarked on an effort to put research into action by launching the 
Collaborating District Initiative (CDI)–a partnership among CASEL, the American Institute for 
Research (AIR), and initially eight large school districts across the county: Anchorage, AK; 






Washoe County, NV. Today, Atlanta, GA and El Paso, TX have also joined the collaborative 
(casel.org). Through CDI, CASEL is at the forefront of a movement to create sustainable and 
systemic reforms in school districts across the nation. The CDI is designed to achieve two 
complementary goals: 
● Develop district’ capacity to plan, implement, and monitor systemic changes that will 
impact schools and classrooms in ways that enhance students’ social-emotional 
development and academic performance. 
● Document lessons learned that can inform future efforts to support systemic SEL 
implementation in districts across the country. 
The CDI districts are embedding SEL into their work in multiple ways, from making it 
central to their strategic planning to aligning and integrating SEL into all instruction. Since 
implementation of the CDI, academic achievement has improved consistently. For example, 
Austin, Chicago, and Cleveland, the three districts that use the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP), have improved their reading and math scores during the CDI 
implementation years. In Anchorage, Austin, Chicago, Cleveland, and Nashville, GPAs were 
higher at the end of the 2015 school year than before the CDI started. In Chicago the average 
GPA in the three years prior to CDI was 2.19, after implementation it increased 21% to 2.65. 
Nashville, the only district with consistent standardized tests across the CDI years, showed 
improvements in both ELA and math achievement. In addition to achievement, attendance and 
graduation rates are up. In Chicago, graduation rates increased 15% during the CDI years and 
attendance improved in four of the six districts that collected this data. Suspension and 
expulsions were down during the CDI implementation, declining in all five of the districts that 






Today, CASEL continues to collaborate toward advancing science, practice, and policy 
related to social and emotional learning. According to a 2017 meta-analysis from Durlak et al., 
social and emotional learning programs, which previously have shown immediate improvements 
in mental health, social skills, and academic achievement, continue to benefit students for 
months and even years after use. The analysis looked at 82 research studies involving about 
100,000 students in the United States and abroad. Up to 18 years later, students exposed to SEL 
in school continue to do better than their peers on a number of indicators: positive social 
behaviors and attitudes, skills such as empathy and teamwork, and academics. Other benefits 
included fewer conduct problems, less emotional distress, and lower drug use (Durlak et al., 
2017). 
Gaps in the Literature 
Although there is a growing body of evidence that noncognitive factors have a positive 
influence on a student’s academic performance, there is very little evidence of explicit leadership 
practices that support instructional strategies employed within elementary school classrooms that 
can help students develop these noncognitive behaviors. The same could be said for attempting 
to monitor or assess a child’s ability to develop noncognitive factors. There also is a dearth of 
research examining how principals develop and sustain a school wide process that incorporates 
instruction of noncognitive behaviors. Although measuring cognitive progress is standard 
practice in the school setting, monitoring the noncognitive development of students is much 
more challenging and therefore often is absent from instructional conversations in schools. 
Conley (2015) asserted that a major shift in educational assessment is needed in order to 
encourage and evaluate the kind of learning that enables success in the 21st century. Assessments 






to tests that measure content knowledge alone. Ideally, they can provide teachers with useful 
insights into why students might be experiencing challenges learning certain material or 
completing a particular assignment. However, there is not yet evidence for practitioners to 
identify what these noncognitive types of assessments would be or how they would ultimately 
change the instructional approaches for teachers. As Farrington et al. (2012) pointed out, 
knowing that noncognitive factors are important for student success is not the same as knowing 
how to develop them in students. Developing these skills, traits, and beliefs becomes a 
tremendous challenge for building leaders and one that deserves additional research to better 
understand. Therefore, school principals need additional evidence of specific strategies that 
could influence these noncognitive factors in the school setting so students could develop the 
proper academic mindset or have opportunities to foster self-discipline.  
In addition to specific instructional strategies and professional development for staff, 
educational leaders need the ability to measure and monitor the progress of these noncognitive 
factors and how they influence academic performance. Therefore, there needs to be continued 
investigation into how students’ noncognitive skills and behaviors directly foster higher levels of 
academic performance, what specific strategies can support the different identified areas of 
noncognitive factors, and what the implications would be for educational leaders who are still 
working under the pressures of accountability and high-stakes testing. 
Conceptual Framework 
Building from decades of empirical research, Copland and Knapp (2006) suggested 
leadership for learning be focused on several key dimensions: (a) establishing a focus on 
learning, (b) building professional communities that value learning, (c) engaging external 






creating coherence. Copland and Knapp asserted one can conceive the leading for learning 
framework in three distinct ways: (a) the ideas offer both a mental toolbox and a mental map for 
school and district leaders who are responsible for student learning, (b) as a lens for examining 
existing leadership practices in schools and districts, and (c) as a guide for planning leadership 
preparation and professional development.  
The University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) examined 
hundreds of studies of factors that have been tied to academic success into a coherent framework 
of noncognitive factors (Farrington et al., 2012) and identified five general categories of 
noncognitive factors related to academic performances: (a) academic behaviors, (b) academic 
perseverance, (c) academic mindsets, (d) learning strategies, and (e) social skills. This list 
encompasses factors, beyond content knowledge and academic skills, that have a positive 
influence on student performance. It is also important to understand that Farrington et al. 
postulated these noncognitive factors are developed within learning experiences that are 
provided by the school. Therefore, when considering the influence a building leader may have on 
the faculty’s ability to promote noncognitive factors, one must investigate the environment in 
which these noncognitive learning experiences occur. Their hypothesized model of the five 
noncognitive factors and how they promote academic performance is viewed through the 
classroom/school and larger socio-cultural lens. 
Aspects of leadership for learning have been incorporated into the development of a 
conceptual framework for noncognitive leadership (Figure 2). I intend to investigate how to 
extend the leadership for learning framework, expanding the notion of student learning to include 
noncognitive factors. Although academic achievement and growth have been part of the 






the leadership for learning conceptual framework has not yet fully articulated. Leadership 
practices of elementary principals can promote the understanding and implementation of explicit 
instructional practices that enhance and develop noncognitive factors during this time of 
accountability and high-stakes testing. The incorporation of noncognitive factors embraces the 
importance of principals shaping a vision of academic success for all students and achieving this 
vision by developing the leadership skills and instructional capacities of their faculty. This 
framework will assist in focusing on both the academic achievement of students and the growth 
of noncognitive attributes and skills within a school that is part of a collaborative that focuses 
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Figure 2 (cont.) Conceptual Framework for studying leadership for learning practices that focus 
on student learning through the use of noncognitive factors. Expanded from Knapp et al. (2006). 
Conclusion 
Farrington et al. (2012) stated that if indeed con-cognitive factors are malleable and are 
critical to academic performance, a key task for educational leaders becomes providing their 
faculties with the skills necessary to be intentional with the development of these skills, traits, 
strategies, and attitudes within their students. Content knowledge and academic skills will 
continue to be the focus of high-stakes testing, but we need to find a way to help teachers 
understand the value of noncognitive factors as it relates to academic progress, as well as 
understanding how to incorporate instruction of noncognitive factors into their classroom 
practices. Through this process,  
teachers would play a vital role in helping students move from being passive recipients of 
academic content to active learners who can manage their workload, assess their progress 
and status, persist in difficult tasks, and develop a reliable set of strategies to master 
increasingly complex academic content as they proceed through school. (Farrington at al., 
p. 5)   
 
Thus, when they are faced with challenging new coursework, students with highly developed 
learning strategies, which is an important noncognitive factor, will have an advantage over peers 
who can only learning by following directions (Conley, 2015). 
The explicit instruction of noncognitive factors must be done within the context of high-
stakes testing mandates. Although high-stakes tests are focused on the cognitive abilities of 
students, recent research indicates that there is interplay between cognitive and noncognitive 
skills that not only allow students to learn at high levels but also are required for high levels of 
learning (Farrington et al., 2012). These cognitive and noncognitive factors continually interact 






al. (2012) concluded, in addition to content knowledge and academic skills, students must 
develop noncognitive proficiencies, which include behaviors, skills, attitudes, and strategies that 
are crucial to academic performance in their classes. These noncognitive factors likely will not 
be reflected in their scores on high-stakes cognitive tests that are simply focused on reading and 
math. 
 This chapter summarized much of the research and evidence that supports how principal 
leadership and noncognitive factors can positively affect student progress. We must better 
understand how educational leaders can promote noncognitive factors through specific learning 
strategies while at the same time find the means to measure and assess these factors and how 
they positively impact academic performance. At the same time, educational leaders must 
continue to be aware of the high-stakes testing environment that our education system continues 








Principals are responsible for creating a learning environment within their schools that 
prepares students for college and career readiness and the challenges of the 21st century. With 
increased accountability for academic progress over the past several decades, specifically in 
reading and math, schools have narrowed their instructional focus almost exclusively to these 
areas. Yet, there is a growing body of evidence that indicates noncognitive factors—attributes, 
dispositions, social skills and interpersonal abilities—are equally as important as content 
knowledge when determining a student’s long-term success (Conley, 2015; Duckworth & 
Peterson, 2007; Tough, 2012). Therefore, this qualitative single-site case study examined the 
experiences of an elementary school principal who strives to balance instruction for both 
cognitive and noncognitive factors within their schools. This chapter includes the research 
questions, research design, population, site selection, participants, ethical considerations, data 
collection procedures, and data analysis procedures.  
Research Questions 
This study addressed the following research questions: 
1. How does the principal promote instruction of noncognitive factors and assess the 
school’s effectiveness with teaching students both academic and noncognitive skills? 
2. What strategies does the elementary principal employ to assist teachers with balancing 
academic accountability demands and instruction of noncognitive factors? 
3. What challenges has the principal encountered and addressed when establishing a focus 
on instruction of noncognitive factors, and what role does state-mandated testing play in 







According to Creswell (2009), there are three areas a researcher must consider when 
planning a study. The first area is the philosophical worldview and assumptions the researcher 
may bring to the study. Second, the strategy of inquiry must be determined that is best suited to 
the previously identified philosophical worldview, and third, the procedures of research or 
specific methodology must be selected that will translate the approach into practice. This is a 
single-site case study of principal leadership at the elementary level and the principal’s attempt 
to utilize leadership for learning practices to value the development of noncognitive factors in 
her students.  
This study sought to understand how a principal in an elementary school, that is affiliated 
with CASEL and has implemented SEL within their school, balanced the demands of high-stakes 
testing and accountability with focused instruction on noncognitive factors. Therefore, this study 
was closely linked to the social constructivist worldview, which looks to understand the world in 
which individuals live and work (Creswell, 2009). 
Merriam (2009) stated that having an interest to improve one’s practice leads to asking 
questions that are best approached through qualitative studies. In fact, she noted that “research 
focused on discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied 
offers the greatest promise of making a difference in people’s lives” (Merriam, p. 1). Seeking to 
understand how elementary principals balance the demands of high-stakes testing with teaching 
noncognitive factors, along with the use of a social constructivist worldview, makes a qualitative 
research design ideal for this study. With the focus of this study oriented toward the building 
principal and the need to better understand the context in which the individual worked, a case 






process, or one or more individuals, a case study is a strategy of inquiry that will best suit the 
research. The researcher collects detailed information using a variety of data collection 
procedures over a sustained period of time (Creswell, 2009). This allows the researcher to better 
understand the strategies elementary principals employ within their school when balancing the 
demands of academic accountability with the instruction of noncognitive factors.  
Studying an elementary principal within the context of their school presented several 
important opportunities. Given that much of the literature about effective leadership practices has 
very little to do with balancing both cognitive skills development and instruction on 
noncognitive components, this study adds to the emerging knowledge base within this field. This 
study also sought to understand leadership practices within school settings that allow teachers to 
promote noncognitive skills instruction in order to assist in accomplishing high levels of student 
achievement.  
Population, Site Selection, and Participants 
Due to the narrow focus of this study on leadership for learning by focusing on cognitive 
and noncognitive development in elementary schools, the participant for this study was selected 
using purposeful sampling and chain-referral sampling method. The idea behind qualitative 
research is to purposefully select participants or sites that will best help the researcher understand 
the problem and the research questions (Creswell, 2009). Names of individuals were sought from 
others who had knowledge of the criteria established in the study, which is considered chain-
referral sampling (Krathwohl, 2009). 
Selection criteria began with the identification of potential schools and determination of 
principals who were effective in promoting noncognitive instruction in their schools. The 






been involved in the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
initiative. Elementary schools were defined as schools educating students in grades K-5. These 
schools were identified by emailing CASEL (Appendix A), which has an established relationship 
with individual schools and school districts throughout the state of Illinois and across the United 
States. CASEL’s goal of establishing high-quality, evidence-based social and emotional learning 
as an essential part of education makes it a starting point for practitioners that are engaged in the 
instruction of noncognitive factors. A Senior SEL Consultant at CASEL responded to this 
request and provided eight school districts and 60 elementary schools that she felt would be able 
to support the study.   
Principals and district-level administrators were contacted from each of the eight school 
districts. Of the 60 principals contacted, only one responded for possible participation in the 
study. Once the potential principal was identified, she participated in a brief, 10-15 minute 
structured telephone interview (Appendix D) to confirm she met the criteria of the study. The 
purpose of the phone interview was twofold. First, the candidate was asked to provide 
confirmation of the school’s involvement with students’ noncognitive skills development. 
Obtaining this additional information was important to ensure the CASEL organization had 
accurately identified candidates that would be most useful to this study.  
The second purpose was to ensure she had participated in leadership for learning 
practices. The screening questions were to help demonstrate her effectiveness in her role as a 
learning leader, through the implementation of effective instructional practices related to learning 
leadership and an explicit focus on the instruction of noncognitive factors. They were based on 







The majority of the data collection for this case study occurred between October 2019 
and February 2020 at Midlothian School (pseudonym). I held two formal interviews with the 
principal related to leadership practices that foster teachers’ ability to develop students’ 
noncognitive factors and academic factors was conducted (Appendix G). Each interview lasted 
roughly 45-60 minutes. I also interviewed the school social worker. The social worker was 
identified due to her experience with noncognitive factors and due to her participation on school 
committees which focused on noncognitive factors. This conversation took place in one formal 
interview and related to the leadership practices of the principal and her ability to value the 
instruction of noncognitive factors (Appendix H). The timeframe for this interview lasted 
approximately 45 minutes. 
There are strengths and limitations to interviews. Interviews allow the researcher to gain 
insights into historical perspectives and have control over the focus of the study (Creswell, 
2009). Interviews are essential to qualitative research because researchers cannot observe 
feelings or how people interpret the world around them. When trying to identify past events that 
help articulate current circumstances, and that cannot be replicated, interviews are very useful 
(Merriam, 2009). Interviews have limitations as well: Interviewees may respond to questions 
based on their biases due to the presence of the researcher (Creswell, 2009). Interviewees also 
may provide responses that they perceive to be socially desirable, which may not reflect their 
true feelings. In addition, not all individuals may be entirely candid or fully articulate their 
perspectives during interviews. 
The interview process was intended to expand beyond the social worker, to other certified 






However, Principal Molly was hesitant to provide additional access to these staff members due 
to other building initiatives that she felt were providing stressors to her staff. A staff survey was 
proposed as a less invasive means of collecting data; however, this too was denied by the 
principal.  
In addition, I collected a variety of documents used to measure or evaluate the school’s 
effectiveness toward the development of noncognitive or academic factors. The criteria used to 
determine which artifacts were meaningful to this study was dependent on their direct links to 
noncognitive factors or were considered artifacts that hindered the principal's ability to 
effectively focus on noncognitive factors. These documents included the school improvement 
plan, 5Essentials Climate Survey for staff, new school report card, SAEBRS screener, 
instructional minutes in a day, metacognition sheets for literacy instruction, as well as PBIS/SEL 
rotations, agendas, and year-long calendar. Once artifacts were collected, they were analyzed for 
relevance to the study by evaluating the defined purpose and the implemented purpose of the 
artifacts (Appendix J). 
Table 3 provides a visual organization of the guiding research questions for this study, 
along with the participants and how data was collected.  
Table 1: Data Collection and Analysis Matrix 
Research Questions Collection Sources How was the data collected? 
How does a principal 
promote instruction of 
noncognitive factors and 
assess the school’s 
effectiveness with teaching 







● Interviews of the 
principal 
● Interviews of faculty 
● Document Analysis  
 
 






Table 1 (cont.) 
 
What strategies does the 
elementary principal employ 
to assist teachers with 
balancing academic 
accountability demands and 









● Interviews of the 
principal 
● Interviews of faculty 
● Document Analysis 
What challenges has the 
principal encountered and 
addressed when establishing a 
focus on instruction of 
noncognitive factors, and 
what role does state-
mandated testing play in their 




● Interviews of the 
principal 
● Interviews of faculty 
● Document Analysis 
 
Research Context  
Midlothian School, an elementary school containing grades 3-5, serves approximately 
200 students who live in a community in the greater Chicagoland area. Midlothian School is 
composed primarily of middle-class families. According to the Illinois School Report Card, 70% 
of the student population was White, 5% Black, 17% Hispanic, 4% Asian, 17% were classified 
as English Learners, and 33% of students were classified as low-income during the 2018-2019 
school year. In regard to the instructional setting, the class sizes at Midlothian School were 
smaller than the state average. Third grade classes averaged 17.6 students, fourth grade classes 
averaged 18.1 students, and fifth grade classes averaged 19.6 students. The instructional 
expenditure per pupil was slightly lower at Midlothian relative to the state. Midlothian's per pupil 






However, Midlothian’s operating expenditure per pupil was $14,790 while the state’s was 
$13,764. 
The Illinois Assessment of Readiness (IAR) is the state-wide assessment that is 
administered to all third through fifth grade students. This assessment is measured on a 1-5 scale: 
Level 1: Did not yet meet expectations, Level 2: Partially met expectations, Level 3: Approached 
expectations, Level 4: Met expectations, and Level 5: Exceeded expectations. Students at 
Midlothian significantly outperformed their Illinois papers on standardized measures of 
academic achievement. Grades three through five all out performed their Illinois peers when 
measuring the percentage of students that either met or exceeded standards in both 
English/Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics. In 2019, 59% of third grade students at 
Midlothian met/exceeded standards on the ELA portion of IAR, while only 36% of students 
across the state performed at this level. The one area Midlothian underperformed relative to the 
state was in third grade mathematics. In 2019, only 32% of students at Midlothian met/exceeded 
IAR standards, while 41% of students across the state met/exceeded in this area. Fourth grade 
students at Midlothian outperformed their Illinois peers on both the ELA and mathematics 
portions of the IAR assessment by roughly 20 percentage points. Fifth grade students performed 
at similar levels, having more than a 12% advantage in ELA and more than a 20% advantage in 
mathematics.  
Description of Principal Molly and Social Worker Nicole 
Principal Molly was engaged in her seventh year of service as the principal. Her career in 
education began 15 years prior to this study. All of her professional experience, from teacher to 






studies in educational leadership in an Illinois higher education institution. Molly spent the first 
six years of her career as a middle school teacher, then two years as an elementary school 
teacher, and now seven years as the principal at the elementary level. Principal Molly values the 
development of her students both academically and noncognitively, and this was reflected 
through her leadership practices and desire to see her students develop in both areas.   
Social Worker Nicole is a newer member to the Midlothian team, only having worked 
there for just over one year. She did bring a high level of expertise to her role as she worked in a 
variety of settings prior to arriving at Midlothian, most recently in a therapeutic setting that 
primarily worked with autistic children and children with significant behavioral needs. Once 
arriving at Midlothian, she shared that she and Principal Molly developed a quick rapport which 
allowed them to communicate openly and develop a trusting relationship. She was immediately 
charged with joining building level committees and integrated her services into the classroom on 
a regular basis. She places value on the instruction of noncognitive factors, so she appreciated 
her services being integrated into the classroom so she could support both students and staff as 
they focused on the development of noncognitive factors.     
Data Analysis Procedures 
The process of data analysis involved making sense out of text gathered during 
interviews, as well as insights gained through document analysis. It involved collecting open-
ended data, based on asking general questions and developing an analysis from information 
supplied by participants (Creswell, 2009). It was an ongoing process that involved continual 
reflection about the data, asking analytic questions, and writing memos throughout the study. 






and writing reports (Creswell, 2009). Case study research involves a detailed description of the 
setting or individuals, followed by analysis of the data for themes or issues (Stake, 1995). For the 
purpose of this study, a number of stages of data analysis was utilized to provide a structure to 
the analysis. This process included (a) organizing and preparing data for analysis; (b) reading 
through all of the data; (c) coding the data by constructing themes, sorting themes, and naming 
themes; (d) reducing the number of relevant themes; and (e) interpreting the meaning of the 
themes (Creswell, 2009; Merriam 2009). 
Once the data were organized, it was coded to assist in identifying emergent themes, 
using the framework for noncognitive leadership. As emergent themes were tentatively 
identified, thematic headings were then created. Coded data was then incorporated into each of 
these thematic headings. The final stages included confirmation of the identified themes. 
Interpretation of the data included: (a) identifying key lessons from the thematic narrative, (b) 
relating themes to personal perspectives, and (c) relating themes to theoretical propositions 
identified in the literature (Creswell, 2009). After this was done for the first interview, the 
findings were synthesized into a one-page summary shared with the principal. Upon her review, 
the principal felt the summary was accurate and was used as a starting point to expand her ideas 
in the second interview.  
In addition to the coded interviews, documents were analyzed for their defined purpose 
and how they were used in practice. The artifacts were used to either corroborate statements 
made by those being interviewed, or were used to refute information that was shared. These 
artifacts proved to be valued in that they helped reinforce the implicit and explicit messages that 
were being communicated to staff. However, in some cases it was evident that despite the 






communicated to stakeholders and the value that was being placed on noncognitive 
development.   
Ethical Considerations and Validity 
Approval to conduct this study was obtained from the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign Institutional Review Board. Informed consent was obtained from both participants in 
advance of interviews or observations, and informed consent forms clearly articulated the 
participants’ rights as human subjects. Interview questions guided researcher/participant 
interactions. Interviews were transcribed using pseudonyms, and no data were shared that 
contained identifiable information. 
Validity for qualitative research means that the researcher checks for the accuracy of the 
findings by employing certain procedures (Creswell, 2009). Procedures utilized for this study 
included reviewing transcripts for accuracy during transcriptions and to make sure that there was 
no shift in meaning of the codes employed during the coding process. Ensuring there was no 
shift in meaning of the codes was accomplished by consistently comparing data with the codes 
and by writing memos about the codes and their definitions (Creswell, 2009; Krathwohl, 2009). 
This included analyzing and reanalyzing specific quotes from participants and placing them, 
thematically, into the correct section of the coded document. This took several iterations as the 
codes may take on different definitions once the interviews were analyzed more closely.  
Creswell (2009) suggests identifying one or more strategies to confirm the accuracy of 
the findings. The researcher should actively incorporate the use of multiple validity strategies, 
and these should enhance the researcher’s ability to assess the accuracy of findings. The three 
validity strategies utilized in this study included triangulation, member checking, and rich, thick 






from the sources and use it to build a coherent justification for themes. Creswell (2009) noted, “if 
themes are established based on converging several sources of data or perspectives from 
participants, then this process can be claimed as auditing to the validity of the study” (p. 191). I 
employed member checking and confirmed emergent themes with Principal Molly by providing 
her with a one-page summary of our first interview, which we discussed at the second interview, 
to gain her insights about its accuracy. 
Summary 
This chapter described the research methodology for this study. This research 
incorporated a single-site case study approach. Data collection procedures that were utilized 
included interviews and document analysis. The triangulation of date provided for a rich and 
thick description of the emergent themes. The interviews included a semi-structured interview 
protocol that was used consistently throughout the data collection procedure. The study will 











This study investigated the leadership behaviors of one Illinois elementary school 
principal as she provided leadership in an effort to provide explicit instruction of noncognitive 
factors while balancing the demands of academic accountability. The following three research 
questions guided this study: 
1. How does the principal promote instruction of noncognitive factors and assess the 
school’s effectiveness with teaching students both academic and noncognitive skills? 
2. What strategies does the elementary principal employ to assist teachers with balancing 
academic accountability demands and instruction of noncognitive factors? 
3. What challenges has the principal encountered and addressed when establishing a focus 
on instruction of noncognitive factors, and what role does state-mandated testing play in 
their ability to do so effectively? 
 This chapter shares the emergent themes that were identified, from analysis of the 
interviews and artifacts, in relation to the conceptual framework. This framework was introduced 
in Chapter Two and incorporates a framework for noncognitive factors with that of the 
leadership for learning framework. The conceptual framework for noncognitive leadership posits 
that purposeful shared leadership for learning from the principal (Copland & Knapp, 2006), in 
conjunction with the instruction of noncognitive factors (Farrington et al., 2012), will improve 
student learning. Using the established conceptual framework, four themes emerged from the 
data, all of which lend themselves to creating coherence across the school: establishing a focus 






instruction of noncognitive factors. These themes are presented in relation to the conceptual 
framework, with supporting data shared. 
The site for this study had a partnership with CASEL for the past six years. During this 
time they reported intentionally embeding the instruction of social-emotional learning 
competencies into their daily routines and provided professional development for staff that 
included learning about PBIS and the Second Step SEL program. Additionally, there was a 
PBIS/SEL committee in place both at the building and district level to support the 
implementation and of SEL. 
Theme #1 Establishing a Focus on Learning 
Data revealed three key ways that the principal worked to establish a focus on learning: a 
focus on curriculum, communication with different stakeholders, and utilizing an assessment tool 
for data collection. Data collected through interviews and document analysis are presented to 
support the identified themes.  
A Focus on Curriculum 
The school had adopted a school-wide social emotional curriculum. The principal and 
social worker both said that the school-wide curriculum gave the teachers the tools necessary to 
promote noncognitive development in their students and provided all stakeholders with the 
common language necessary to promote a positive school climate and culture. In order to 
implement this curriculum with fidelity, professional development was necessary. In addition, a 
committee of teachers was assembled to make necessary changes in the curriculum and 
communicate this to the staff. Lastly, the principal worked to integrate the role of the social 






School-wide curriculum. The school’s curriculum was based on two primary resources. 
The first is Second Step (https://www.secondstep.org/), a program rooted in the social-emotional 
development and intended to provide teachers with explicit instruction in an effort to help 
transform schools into supportive and successful learning environments. Social worker Nicole 
shared, 
So we're using an evidence-based curriculum called Second Step across the building. It's 
also being used at other buildings in our district and using that as the primary basis for 
the common language that we're using. So we have weekly instruction on social 
emotional learning in the classroom.  
 
The second resource referenced was Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS, https://www.pbis.org/). This resource is intended to provide schools with a framework to 
improve and integrate their data collection, systems, and instructional practices, around behavior. 
This framework includes data collection, celebrations (such as assemblies), and announcements 
to help communicate a common language throughout the building. Social worker Nicole 
explained, 
And then that's [Second Step curriculum] tied in with our PBIS and SEL assemblies that 
we're using. A lot of the skills and language utilized in the SEL lesson in the classroom is 
also in the assemblies and the celebrations that we're doing with our students. And also 
using that same language in doing weekly announcements in the morning. On 
Wednesdays, we do a SEL announcement focusing on just reiterating some of those skills 
that our students are learning and helping them apply it to an everyday situation.  
 
Principal Molly shared that when introducing Second Step units the school typically has 
all-school assemblies. These assemblies are not part of the Second Step curriculum, however; 
they are part of the PBIS framework and help create a sense of community and cohesion with 
what is being taught through Second Step. In addition, they end each unit with a culminating 






We do an all-school assembly, which then we connect a read aloud to it, or we connect a 
skit the kids do, or we connect a fun game . . . to introduce units. We also do an all school 
celebration after every unit when we're finished . . . The activity is connected, so it's 
almost like a culminating activity after each unit. 
 
It was evident that these two resources, Second Step and PBIS were the foundation of the 
faculty’s noncognitive instructional planning. It allowed teachers to provide specific instruction 
in the classroom, create a common language across the entire building, and incorporate a 
framework for celebrations to reinforce the positive behaviors they were expecting from 
students. The perceptions of the principal and social worker were validated through the analysis 
of artifacts including the PBIS/SEL Calendar, PBIS/SEL rotations, and agendas for the 
PBIS/SEL committee. The calendar included dates for kick-off assemblies, celebrations, and a 
PBIS reward store, while the PBIS/SEL rotations included the explicit instruction of behavioral 
expectations for locations such as the bathroom, lining-up, the lunchroom, indoor recess, the 
hallways, outdoor recess, and for the use of Chromebooks.     
Providing professional development. Principal Molly recognized the need to provide 
professional development around this curriculum and to utilize her PBIS/SEL team or the social 
worker in ways that would be supportive to the teachers and students. The PBIS/SEL committee 
is a team of teachers, including Principal Molly and Social Worker Nicole, that work on ensuring 
the consistent implementation of the SEL curriculum, along with organizing introductory 
assemblies and celebratory assemblies. Molly pointed out how once she received feedback from 
staff that there was a need for professional development, she, the PBIS/SEL team, and the social 
worker, worked collaboratively to ensure teachers had what they needed when it came to 
understanding the curriculum or the proposed changes to the curriculum that would come from 






[The PBIS/SEL team] will share with me things that maybe the teachers might be 
needing. It might be supporting what they need with the curriculum, so we've been using 
the curriculum [Second Step] now for four, five years, but we've adapted, and made 
changes to some things within that curriculum. Then we've had either faculty meetings 
where [the PBIS/SEL team is] sharing out to the teachers how that's going to look. How 
it's different, giving examples. So they've done some of that PD themselves, or the social 
worker will then go out through PD. 
 
The professional learning provided by the PBIS/SEL team was evidence of Molly’s focus on 
learning.  
Expanding role of the social worker. In addition to the resources being utilized and the 
professional development being provided, it was also apparent that the role of the social worker 
had increased and was much more a part of the day-to-day instructional practices around 
noncognitive factors. Molly worked closely with Nicole by creating a goal to get her services 
integrated into the curriculum in a more authentic way. Nicole shared,  
So we [Molly] work closely on a goal [instructional programs and professional 
development as it relates to noncognitive instruction] since I've started. When I came to 
my position, there was an increase in social work services for this building . . . So with 
that, we have more of my time dedicated to supporting social emotional learning in the 
classroom as well. So we've set a plan to increase both the support . . . I'm pushing into 
the classrooms and also modeling lessons for teachers, supporting them, especially on the 
ones [lessons] that they may struggle with or they feel that students typically struggle 
with and how we can increase their learning and understanding in those [noncognitive 
factors] areas. And it's a plan for supporting the building of our students with that 
[understanding of noncognitive factors].  
 
Molly’s ability to integrate more social work support for her staff was a benefit to both 
the staff and students. And Nicole has the background and understanding necessary to assist 
classroom teachers in areas they may not have felt proficient when it comes to implementing a 
curriculum for noncognitive factors. 






It was apparent through both the interviews and the document review that the principal 
used various ways to reinforce the importance of noncognitive factors with students and staff, as 
well as with the parent community. When communicating with students and staff, Molly used 
whole-school assemblies, announcements, newsletters, and the school improvement plan (SIP). 
When communicating with the parent community, Molly used School Advisory Committee 
meetings and report cards. 
Molly used her role and the daily announcements as one tool to reiterate to her staff and 
students the importance of noncognitive factors. Nicole stated, “Our principal reads them 
[language for noncognitive factors] on our announcements.” This was also reiterated by Molly 
not only through announcements to staff and students, but also through her newsletter to the 
staff: 
Once a week on Wednesdays, I have a blurb of something that I say to the staff, to 
everybody in the building. It's part of my announcements on Wednesdays, where this 
week is all about empathy, and I kind of leave them with a question after I give them a 
blurb about something that's connected to what they're learning in their classroom. 
 
Other formal means of communication that Molly shared included the School 
Improvement Plan (SIP), which school develops to help identify and monitor building-level 
goals on an annual basis. When Molly was asked specifically about communicating the 
importance of noncognitive factors with parents, she stated,  
I would say through our school improvement plans. I think we share with our parents our 
MAP [Measure of Academic Progress] scores. That's a big one that we share. Obviously, 
IAR [Illinois Assessment of Readiness, state assessment], obviously our Five Essential 
data [survey of teachers and families] we use to report out to the community.  
 
In other words, she shared measures of academic progress. She did not give any specifics related 






document review phase of the research. The only forms of data that were collected to monitor 
progress included academic measures like: state assessments, local assessments, the development 
of second language students, intervention data for students receiving support in math or reading, 
and grade level common assessments. The SIP had no evidence of noncognitive goals identified 
anywhere on the document. Nicole had a similar sense of the SIP; she elaborated, 
They're [SIP Goals] more academic in nature. However, we're acknowledging the role 
that social emotional learning plays in that. At this point, we have not, in our district, had 
a way of measuring social emotional growth. 
 
When communicating with the parent community, Molly focused primarily on the 
changing role of the report card that students received each quarter by explaining, 
the standards-based grading report card that we're going to be using next year, which our 
pilot teachers are using this year, has SEL competencies on there. That's how we're 
holding them accountable for the responsibility, homework completion, participation. 
 
There are some classes that are piloting a new standards-based report card this school year. In 
addition, Molly shared,  
I'm doing with those classes that pilot [the new report card] is, I've typically gone and 
recognized kids for being on the honor roll. But now for these classrooms, I'm going in 
and recognizing, "Did you meet all your SEL competencies at the end?" So the teachers 
talk about these as something that's posted in their rooms. These are the pilot teachers, 
and which all the teachers will be next year. And again, the teachers enforce it, but 
having it be a school wide structure, it'll start next year for the whole building. I think 
we've been trying to do that [balance academic and noncognitive factors] for years, right? 
 
When analyzing a template of the new student report card, there was an additional section called 
SEL competencies that was not on the previous template. The following areas will be reported to 
students and parents in the pilot classes that are using the new standards-based report card: 
1. Emotional Management: Identify and manage one’e emotions and behavior. 
2. Socialization: Use communication and social skills to interact effectively with 
adults and peers. 






4. Responsibility: Apply decision-making skills to deal responsibly with school rules 
and routines. 
5. Responsibility: Demonstrates appropriate independent work habits.  
 
Utilizing an Assessment Tool for Data Collection.  
Both Molly and Nicole acknowledged that collecting data around noncognitive factors is 
a challenge and has not always been done consistently. For example, Molly shared, “That's been 
part of the challenge, which is what I'm trying to figure out. How do we measure and 
communicate SEL growth?” Midlothian School has used student surveys in the past to measure 
progress. Molly reported, “We've done SEL student surveys in the past. We haven't done one for 
quite a few years, so I know it's something that we'd like to look into getting more of.” In 
addition to lacking any kind of student survey, they have struggled to consistently monitor other 
data points as it relates to noncognitive factors throughout the building. Molly explained,  
But we don't have a strong system for how we're tracking classroom behavior . . . They 
[students] have their clips [in the classroom], and they keep track [of their behavior] in 
their daily folder, our weekly folders, and they mark it on the sheets . . . but we're trying 
to collect more information that's going to help us help those classrooms, if they need it. 
We're working on, how can we make sure everyone's being consistent with what they're 
doing. 
 
Although they do not have a student survey in place and they struggle to consistently 
collect information on student behaviors, Midlothian School began using a new assessment tool 
this year called the Social, Academic, Emotional, Behavior Risk Screener (SAEBRS) 
(https://www.fastbridge.org/saebrs/) to help measure students’ noncognitive progress. Principal 
Molly reported,  
So obviously we did it [SAEBRS] the first time [in the fall]. The social worker and I met, 
and we went through that data first. We wanted to make sure the teachers had established 
enough information and gotten to know their students for at least eight weeks, to be able 







As noted by principal Molly, the SAEBRS tool is a teacher rating scale of their students. 
Therefore, she wanted to give teachers the time necessary to get to know his/her students before 
completing the rating scale. Although Midlothian School recognizes some of the challenges they 
face when tracking and reporting student progress for noncognitive factors, they appear to be 
trying to resolve this issue with SAEBRS. This tool explicitly asks teachers to rate students 
social behavior, academic behavior, and emotional behavior on a Likert scale of zero to three. 
This scales includes 0 = never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, and 3 = almost always and the scale 
itself includes the following: 
Social Behavior: Arguing, cooperation with peers, temper outbursts, disruptive behavior, 
polite and socially appropriate responses toward others, and impulsivity. 
Academic Behavior: interest in academic topics, preparedness for instruction, 
production of acceptable work, difficulty working independently, distractedness, and 
academic engagement. 
Emotional Behavior: sadness, fearfulness, adaptable to change, positive attitude, worry, 
difficulty rebounding from setbacks, and withdrawal. 
 
Molly also shared she was concerned about what the data may share: “I think the 
SAEBRS data will be interesting. We're almost nervous that we're going to have too many kids 
that are going to be identified as tier two, or we're not sure what this data's going to bring to us.” 
Once the tool was shared with staff and teachers completed the rating scale, Molly worked with 
Nicole to determine next steps:  
Nicole, the social worker, and I, met and looked at each grade level and then each 
teacher. Because we were trying to see what the consistency was? What are the 
questions? How is this data panning out? What it does is it identifies students that are at 
risk, based on how it scores. 
 
As they reviewed the data it was concluded that some inconsistencies with how SAEBRS was 






Things that we came across are that we had one teacher that had 14 students at risk, and 
then we had one teacher who had one student at risk. Where in all reality, when we look 
at those classrooms, that doesn't match up. 
 
It was acknowledged that additional training needs to continue to happen around SAEBRS so the 
staff can implement this tool with fidelity. Nicole stated; 
This year since we are implementing something new with our SAEBRS screening, our 
training initially was focused on, the why, that SEL screening is important . . .then after 
that we have had some follow up meetings, not so much intended for training, but it's a Q 
& A where teachers can come ask questions, get feedback on how is this going and what 
type of support or further training that they need at this time since we're still in those 
early stages. 
 
Nicole went on to say,  
We've not yet started sharing this [assessment results] with students and parents. Right 
now, our focus is because this is pilot and we're really trying to make sure that the tool 
that's been researched and selected is seeming reliable and valid for our students and that 
we're truly using it the way that it's been intended to be used. Our focus this year is 
establishing that reliability, validity, using the tool, and then if it is found to be reliable 
and valid, then our goal is definitely to be sharing that [assessment results]. So right now, 
we have one data point. We're collecting our second this week, so we'll certainly know 
more soon. 
 
Midlothian School is in the novice stages of using SAEBRS as a means to measure and 
report student progress. It will be noted in future themes that the school has had some 
consistency issues with the administration of SAEBRS. The interviews with both Molly and 
Nicole illustrated high hopes for the assessment tool, yet there are still issues with its 
administration that are being addressed. However, it would appear Midlothian School will 
continue to use this tool, create more inter-rater reliability, and then communicate results with 
both students and parents. In the meantime, they are trying to better understand how to 
implement this tool consistently and determine programmatic next steps based on the results.  






Data revealed two key ways that Molly worked to engage and manage external 
environments, both of which were very intertwined: a focus on academic progress and the lack of 
time. As data are shared in this section there will be overlap of these two themes due to their 
interconnectedness. Data collected through interviews and document analysis are presented to 
support the identified themes.  
A focus on academic progress. Throughout the interviews it was apparent that external 
factors played a role in Midlothian’s ability to focus on noncognitive factors. One of the main 
concerns that was echoed throughout interviews with Molly and Nicole, was this idea of 
continuing to heavily focus on academic progress. This was due to factors such as the Illinois 
Assessment of Readiness (IAR), local assessments (MAP), or the precedence of past practice. 
For example, Molly reported,  
IAR obviously is [a factor that detracts from noncognitive instruction], yes. I think for 
teachers, the pressures of IAR, and getting the reading and math achievement, is they try 
to fit in math and literacy into every nook and cranny of the day as they can, because they 
know that there's that pressure of that. 
 
This concept was also reinforced by Molly, “So, wanting to ensure that our students are making 
growth in those academic areas that have, for many years, been consistently assessed has a lot of 
pressure.”  
In addition, the school’s focus on academic progress is directly reflected in their SIP. As 
noted in the first theme, the SIP only includes goals that are directly related to academic progress 
as measured by MAP and IAR scores. Despite feeling as though noncognitive instruction is 
embedded in her school’s culture, Molly is aware that the presence of academic progress as a 






I feel like SEL is definitely embedded into the culture in this building. I think the push for 
academic success sometimes trumps that [noncognitive instruction] . . . which I think that 
can sometimes trump their passion towards SEL. 
 
Due to the importance of measuring and reporting academic progress, it was stated multiple 
times that noncognitive instruction would often get pushed to the background or disregarded. 
This external factor of state assessments ultimately works its way into the explicit 
communication at the school level via the SIP, which intentionally drives much of the 
professional learning and focus of a school throughout the year.  
Lack of time. Intertwined with focusing on academic progress is the notion that there is 
not enough time to focus on both the academic progress of students as well as their noncognitive 
development. In many cases it was too hard to try and distinguish between these two themes. For 
example, Nicole stated, 
I think social emotional learning is always competing with our academic core subjects in 
terms of the amount of time available for instruction. That's a common theme that I hear 
from our teachers is just feeling like there's just not enough time and that there is so much 
focus on assessing those core academic areas of math and reading and even doing some 
of that with science. Whereas our assessment of social emotional learning is just 
beginning this year. 
 
This notion of limited time due to how students, and ultimately teachers and schools, will be 
measured as a result of assessments such as IAR was reiterated by Molly: “I feel like time is 
always an issue, because teachers want to do it [SEL instruction], but then they feel the pressure 
of, well, I can't.”     
It is not just in the minds of the principal and social worker at Midlothian that they have 
limited time for noncognitive instruction: It was outlined in their instructional minutes 
document. When this document was analyzed, it explicitly stated the amount of instruction time 






amount of instruction time for a five day week was 1,725 minutes. Of this there was 320 minutes 
per week spent in specials, such as art, music, physical education, and library. This leaves 1,405 
total minutes of instruction that is provided by the classroom teacher or other certified personnel. 
Of this time, only 40 minutes per week was spent on the explicit instruction of noncognitive 
factors. Midlothian school dedicated two, 20-minute blocks of instruction to ensuring their 
students were understanding and mastering the concepts they were now assessing on their pilot 
report card and explicitly reinforcing through common school language and celebratory 
assemblies. This 40-minute allotment of time was a compromise identified by the PBIS/SEL 
committee at Midlothian. Molly elaborated, 
Every teacher is supposed to be doing at least 40 to 60 minutes a week [of noncognitive 
instruction], because within a week, there's however many minutes of those [Second 
Step] mini lessons. It's not as much as the curriculum says to do, but that's what our 
committee, when we started it, kind of decided.    
 
The continued challenge of balancing time for both academic and noncognitive 
instruction was reiterated again by Molly, “There's only so much time in a day . . . we could do 
an SEL activity, but a lot of times we're going to choose math warm-up, because they need to 
focus on that skill.” 
While time has been a continuing challenge for Midlothian School, Nicole did share that 
her hopes are that teachers begin to see the value of noncognitive instruction and are more 
flexible with their time. She stated,  
I think it's my hope that we’ll continue, in addition to the training that we do and the 
communication within our building about social emotional learning, will build that 
[noncognitive instruction] area of importance too. But it is a constant battle of having 
enough time, or the math test is on Friday, and my class is still really struggling with this 
[noncognitive] concept. And so I think there is some flexibility with that [instructional 
time], and we want to help make sure the teachers do understand how important that 






[noncognitive factors] not something that's being measured on, say, a standardized 
assessment that it [noncognitive factors] helps with that [academic] growth as well. 
 
Throughout the interviews and document analysis, it was evident that external factors 
played a role in Molly’s ability to successfully implement noncognitive instruction. Much of this 
has to do with the academic accountability that comes from state assessments, but also the issues 
around how instructional time is spent during a typical school day.   
Theme #3 Acting Strategically and Sharing Leadership 
Data revealed two key ways that the principal acted strategically and shared leadership: 
committee work and teacher leaders. Data collected through interviews and document analysis 
are presented to support the identified themes.   
Committee Work  
Molly’s perception was that she used committee work to create shared leadership 
throughout the building. There were primarily three different committees that were mentioned 
throughout the interview process that did most of the coordination of the initiatives, professional 
development, and communication with staff. The three committees that Molly used strategically 
were the School Improvement Planning (SIP) Committee, the PBIS/SEL Committee, and the 
Multi-Tier System of Supports (MTSS) Committee.  
SIP Committee. The SIP committee primarily supervised larger school initiatives that 
included a variety of subjects, including the implementation and focus on noncognitive factors. 
The team is composed of team leaders from each grade level and other representative personnel 
from different positions. Therefore, the entire staff has a representative team leader on this 
committee. This is the team that would facilitate the school improvement process and ultimately 






once again pointed out the desire to have a focus on noncognitive factors, but they do not yet 
have a way to create a measurable goal. Not having a way to measure noncognitive growth has 
been a challenge and therefore noncognitive factors are not part of the school’s SIP. Molly 
reported,  
When we sit down with my School Improvement committee, we talk about our areas of 
focus that are connected to it [vision], but we don't have measurable goals that are 
connected to it [vision and noncognitive factors], if that makes sense. 
 
In addition to creating the SIP itself, the SIP committee also helps coordinate efforts from the 
district level and provide professional development for the staff at Midlothian School. This 
coordinated effort allows for cohesion between Midlothian and other schools in the district. 
Molly reported that the SIP committee works with different district level departments to help 
determine what professional learning will take place at the district or the building level: “They 
[SIP committee] work with me . . . The team leaders also work with our curriculum director as 
well, so we all work together.”  
 Much of the professional development for the building is derived from the SIP 
committee. However, it is not the only committee to help focus the professional learning efforts 
at Midlothian School. A large portion of the noncognitive professional development stems from 
a different committee, the SEL/PBIS committee. 
PBIS/SEL Committee. From the interviews conducted, it was evident that the PBIS/SEL 
committee was the driving force behind much of the work accomplished around noncognitive 
factors. This committee focused on curricular alignment, consistency throughout the building 
with assemblies and morning messages, and communicating behavioral expectations to the 






PBIS/SEL committee that's building-based, and that committee works on, how we are 
doing with our social-emotional curriculum, which we're using Second Step, so they 
collaborate and reflect as we continue through every year to improve how we're making 
sure that we're using that curriculum with fidelity in the classrooms. 
 
Molly has given the PBIS/SEL committee the freedom to make whatever changes are necessary 
to meet the needs of her students. So when she talks about fidelity of the curriculum, this is in 
regard to how the building sees the use of Second Step. If there are any changes to be suggested, 
those changes would come from this team. Molly explained,  
They [PBIS/SEL committee] will share with me things the teachers might be needing. It 
might be supporting what they need with the curriculum. We've been using the 
curriculum now for four or five years, but we've adapted, and made changes to some 
things within that curriculum. Then we've had either faculty meetings where they're 
sharing out to the teachers how that's going to look and how it's different by giving 
examples. So they've [PBIS/SEL committee] done some of that PD themselves. 
 
In addition to making the necessary curricular adaptations, the PBIS/SEL committee also 
coordinated and planned many of the school-wide events. When reviewing the PBIS/SEL 
committee’s agendas and calendar, it was evident they were fully responsible for planning how 
the staff would communicate behavioral expectations to students. The expectations that were 
communicated to students included behavioral expectations in a variety of school locations. The 
committee was fully responsible for crafting the morning messages in regard to noncognitive 
factors that would be communicated by Molly. They also created a year-long PBIS/SEL calendar 
that included assemblies, celebrations, and a PBIS store. All of what was included on the 
PBIS/SEL calendar was to emphasize the importance of positive behavior throughout the 
building. Molly elaborated,  
I've worked with my PBIS/SEL committee in creating school-wide celebrations for 
students, school-wide assemblies, where we're teaching our kids all together, introducing 








These assemblies include opportunities to reinforce the school-wide language and the 
positive behavior the school expects of their students. Having these school-wide assemblies three 
times a year has made the message clear to students, staff, and parents, that social-emotional 
development of students is important at Midlothian School. Molly stated,  
They're [students] all participating. They can earn high fives. They can earn tickets. They 
go to the School Store, they save them [tickets] up. They get excited. It's culture. I think 
that's a big part of what we try to continue to encourage. Some teachers will forget to 
give tickets for a while, because they're busy, but we have a committee that's continuing 
to remind them. That's that committee's job, and we need to keep those committees. 
 
It was clear through the interview process that this committee is a large part of the school’s 
success to focus on noncognitive factors. As Molly put it, “it’s culture.” This culture does not get 
embedded on its own. It needs to be shared by many and reinforced regularly. This is the role 
this committee plays for Midlothian School.  
 MTSS Committee. The MTSS committee is a group of teachers who strive to support 
struggling students in both academic and social-emotional areas. This team is comprised of both 
special education and general education teachers. The role of this committee is to better identify 
students that may need additional time and support in a variety of areas throughout the school 
and determine what kinds of resources, human or otherwise, they may need to be more 
successful. This differs from the PBIS/SEL committee in that the PBIS/SEL committee focuses 
more on professional learning and Tier I instructional support across the entire building. These 
are school-wide supports that include curricular goals, assemblies, celebrations, and the 
distribution of school-wide common SEL language. The MTSS committee is focused on 
individual students that are not being successful in the current school environment. These are 
students that need more intensive support for their social-emotional needs. This team is a 






team. Molly shared, “I also have my social worker working with me, working with our MTSS 
committee, and then working also with the district MTSS committee.” The role of Molly’s social 
worker is vital because she is more than a team member, it would appear that she has more 
access to Molly and they make decisions together in regard to different topics. For example, with 
the adoption of the new assessment tool, SAEBRS, Molly has worked closely with the social 
worker to evaluate these results.  
Nicole, the social worker, and I, sat down and looked at each grade level and then each 
teacher. Because we were trying to see, what are the consistencies [with the SAEBRS 
results]? What are the questions? How is this data panning out? What it does is it 
identifies students that are at risk, based on how it scores. 
 
These SAEBRS results are part of the MTSS conversation about students to determine what 
additional support may be needed. As the team evaluates the teacher input, they can then 
determine the severity of the concerns. Having reviewed results with Molly prior to the MTSS 
meetings, Nicole can touch base with individual teachers to review results. In addition, she can 
provide any support necessary if the rubric was being misinterpreted by teachers. Molly stated,   
But my social worker met with that teacher prior to us going and talking [at the MTSS 
meeting], to have that pre-meeting . . . “Let's talk about what you think …” Then as they 
talked it through, she started to be like, "Oh, maybe I was misinterpreting the rubric." 
 
In addition to using the SAEBRS data to help make decisions, classroom teachers also 
have MTSS documents to complete in preparation for an MTSS meeting. These documents have 
shifted from primarily being only about academic concerns, to also include social competencies 
as well. Molly elaborated, 
We have an academic, but we also have a social-emotional document that we use, so 
teachers don't have to just have an academic concern. They can just have a social-
emotional concern. They can meet with the whole team [MTSS committee] just to talk 
about that [social-emotional concerns], because that's going to hinder their academics. If 







Molly went on to say,  
At the data day, we have data cards per student, where we have all of their IAR map, 
FastBridge, CSI, [academic data points] whatever we have on there, teacher comments 
are below. But we also have added on their SEL. Now it's a part of the conversation. Are 
there any SEL concerns? Are there any things that we need to talk about, and we have a 
social worker there. We have me there. We have everybody there that needs to be at the 
table to hear the concerns, to then start talking about, what are we going to do about it? 
 
The MTSS committee is the safety net for struggling students. Molly, along with Nicole’s 
assistance, have focused their efforts on supporting students with both academic and social-
emotional struggles.  
 While the perceptions of the Molly and Nicole were positive as it related to committee 
work, when analyzing the 5Essentials Climate Survey, it doesn’t appear the staff feels they are 
extremely collaborative. One of the categories analyzed is Collaborative Teachers, and over the 
past four years the faculty would considering their collaborative practices to be “less 
implementation” based on the Likert scale of the 5Essentials. The rating for this climate survey 
includes: most implementation, more implementation, average implantation, less 
implementation, least implementation, and not implemented. Therefore, although the perceptions 
of the principal and the social worker is that the committee work is beneficial to the building, 
when faculty reflect on their ability to collaboration, there is room for improvement.    
Teacher Leaders. In addition to the formal committees that Molly utilizes to focus on 
noncognitive factors school-wide, she also informally utilized individual teacher leaders. These 
teacher leaders were discussed in two themes, one related to providing professional development 






Professional Development. Molly found it important to empower individual teachers to 
emphasize the value of noncognitive factors at Midlothian School. When empowering teacher 
leaders for professional development purposes, Principal Molly explained,  
it was the teachers that came in and they would share their professional development that 
they were going to give to the teachers . . . and it was just a lot of, here's what we do now, 
and here's what we're aiming for, and they would set goals for their own grade-level 
teams. 
 
Once teachers showed an interest in their own professional learning and a desire to share 
it with their colleagues, Molly gave her teachers the opportunities to learn from outside the 
district, and bring concepts back that were aligned to the school’s and district’s vision. An 
example of this was when Midlothian School wanted to learn more about growth mindset. Not 
only did Molly agree that this concept aligned to their belief around student learning, but she also 
recognized the value of this message coming from other teachers, instead of herself or a formal 
committee. Molly explained, 
but obviously the teachers were going to buy into that [growth mindset] a little bit more if 
it was given from the teachers. And we had teachers that were passionate about it and  
willing to do it. So we sent them to different PD, to then bring back things. 
 
Once teachers learned about concepts like growth mindset and brought them back to the 
school, they worked collaboratively with Molly to present the information in a way that engaged 
the staff in these new concepts. Much of the work around Carol Dweck’s work (2009) on 
mindset is about helping students understand the power of the word yet, so students understand 
that through sustained effort they can learn new concepts. Molly shared that this language 
became part of her school’s culture because of the individual professional learning that some 
teacher leaders decided to take advantage of. Molly explained the role of teacher leaders with the 






Because that was how everybody [Midlothian staff] really grasped the concept of growth 
mindset, was through the word yet. Then it started leading into more of the specific 
feedback. It led more into, how does fifth grade give that specific feedback, versus third 
grade's going to look a little bit different. Teams started having those conversations, and 
that was all through PD [professional development] led by teachers. 
 
It was evident that Molly saw teachers leaders as an effective way to introduce new concepts 
from a grass-roots approach. She reiterated that having teachers learn from teachers was an 
effective way to provide professional learning and it helped introduce powerful concepts like 
growth mindset to her students and staff.   
Student-Centered Clubs or Activities. Another way that Molly empowered her teachers 
leaders is when they had ideas that would engage the student population around noncognitive 
factors. One particular club that stood out was a kindness club initiated by a teacher. Once 
Midlothian adopted a district-wide slogan, Midlothian Expects Kindness, it gave one of Molly’s 
staff members an idea to create a club that focuses on this concept. Molly shared,    
I feel like the culture part was a big part. I even had a teacher two years ago, once we 
really got into growth mindset, and “Midlothian Expects Kindness” . . . she proposed a 
kindness club . . .so we've had a kindness club going. 
 
According to the principal, this club has been so successful, they currently have too many 
students wanting to participate. She sees the reason for the club’s success in how other students 
have seen the work of this club positively impact the school climate and culture at Midlothian. 
The students select a number of different ideas that reiterate the importance of kindness, and all 
the students at Midlothian want to be part of these activities. Molly gave an example of the 
club’s work and its popularity throughout the school: 
We have too many kids that want to be in [Kindness Club], and they do acts of kindness 
around the building, all the time. They put bookmarks in random books with kind words 
on it . . . They'll go and put a picture up on a teacher's desk of something, a compliment, 






things. They help create posters. They'll do things for anti-bullying. They come up with 
so many ideas. They do all sorts of stuff, when it's relevant, throughout the building. 
 
Molly has been very strategic as to how she has shared leadership throughout her building in an 
effort to make decisions, provide professional development, or initiate student-centered clubs. 
Theme #4 Instruction of Noncognitive Factors 
Data will be shared using the five noncognitive factors identified through the conceptual 
framework. These factors include: academic behaviors, academic persistence, academic 
mindsets, learning strategies, and social skills. Some of these factors are more easily articulated 
in the data and some continue to be a challenge for Midlothian School to address. However, each 
factor was discussed at length with both Molly and Nicole. Data collected through interviews 
and document analysis are presented to support the identified themes. 
Academic Behaviors. Academic behaviors refer to maintaining regular attendance, 
completing one’s homework, organizing materials, participating during class discussions, and 
studying outside of school when necessary. The data show Midlothian School has little evidence 
that supports their attention to teaching specific academic behaviors to students. Nicole did 
share,  
I want to say it's [the first unit of Second Step] focused on just showing responsibility for 
their belongings and being prepared to be a good learner. I'd have to pull it out to give 
more info on the specific lessons.  
 
There appears to be some attention given to this factor during the initial instructional unit 
of Second Step. Otherwise, the only mention of academic behaviors during the interview process 
related to one grade level’s interest in better understanding how to support students with 
executive function. Molly shared, 
So she [social worker Nicole] has been doing more training and is continuing to in 






curriculum and dive into it. So something that she's working with the teachers on is 
getting into those classrooms, to push in based on the teachers' needs. So for example, 
third grade, they automatically right away said, "Executive functioning skills. Our kids 
need more support with that," which is not really a Second Step lesson, but it's really 
related to that social-emotional learning piece. 
 
Executive function refers to the ability to plan, organize, and juggle multiple tasks and 
has become a topic of conversation and is going to be investigated more thoroughly with the 
support of Nicole.  
Academic Perseverance. Academic perseverance “refers to a student’s tendency to 
complete school assignments in a timely and thorough manner, to the best of one’s ability, 
despite distractions, obstacles, or level of challenge” (Farrington et al., 2012, p. 9). There was 
little evidence to support the explicit instruction of academic perseverance. Both Molly and 
Nicole felt they could be doing more to provide students the skills necessary to preserve. For 
example, Nicole explained,  
I don't know if those concepts [academic perseverance] are directly addressed in those 
[Second Step] lessons. I can't say that with confidence without looking at the scope and 
sequence and overview because it was not something that I was directly instructing. 
 
Molly also elaborated,   
I mean, we use that word, "perseverance." I mean, I've used it on my morning 
announcements during that [Second Step] unit. So it's definitely a part of their lessons, a 
part of their learning. But probably could do more with it. 
 
In regard to academic perseverance, Midlothian School uses goal setting with students. 
However, it was reported that it’s not necessarily a direct part of the Second Step resource 
utilized by the school. So while teachers see value in goal setting, it is not explicitly taught 
through the resource the school has adopted to teach noncognitive factors.  
 Academic Mindsets. Growth and fixed mindset is what most educators think of when 






ability to achieve academic success (Dweck, 2009). Based on the interviews conducted, it is 
apparent that discussing a growth mindset has been part of the Midlothian noncognitive journey 
for the past four or five years. As discussed previously, many teachers introduced this concept to 
students by utilizing the word, yet, in much of what they taught students. This was done in an 
effort to reinforce the idea that through hard work students could learn challenging new 
concepts. This was reiterated by Nicole,  
I don't know if it's [academic mindsets] specifically within Second Step, however, I do 
know that those are concepts that our teachers are teaching. We see visual representation 
of that on the bulletin boards as you walk through, whether it's fixed versus growth 
mindset or just that “the power of yet,” it's like I'm not good at this yet or I don't know 
multiplication yet. And that's something, especially at the start of our school year, is a 
very strong message in our building and in our classrooms as well. 
 
In addition, Molly shared that there was other language use that needed to be addressed 
when trying to reinforce the idea of growth mindset. She shared,  
Teams worked on giving compliments, and not just say, "Awesome! Good job!" Teachers 
worked on how to respond specifically to what students are doing. Instead of saying, "Oh, 
great job on that assignment." It's, “Wow, you answered that question with specific 
details. 
 
Providing specific feedback allowed students to focus on effort and trying new strategies, instead 
of just relying on the idea that they were smart, or good at something. 
 In addition to language used throughout the building, Molly shared, “Yeah, so that's 
[academic mindsets] going to be a big part of our new report card, which I have right here.” 
However, when reviewing the new report card there is no mention of academic mindset. 
Although the new report does have an SEL Competencies section, this section only relates to 
emotional management, socialization, and responsibility. 
Learning Strategies. Learning strategies include “metacognition, self-regulated learning, 






suggest that Midlothian addresses learning strategies through their goal setting with students. 
This was addressed a number of times with both Molly and Nicole. Molly explained, “Teachers 
do a lot of goal setting with their students, so whether it be during their guided times, all the way 
up to goal setting for MAP testing, so they do a lot of goal setting.” In addition, Molly shared 
how teachers and students display goals and celebrate goals. “They set goals. They post goals up 
for students. They do a lot with having kids feel proud of what they're working towards.” Not 
only are students setting goals, but they are also setting short term goals, which is a large part of 
persevering through challenging tasks. Molly stated, “They're talking about how they're going to 
reach their goals. I don't know if they're necessarily talking about the obstacles that might get in 
the way with some of their academic goal setting.” There is evidence to support that Midlothian 
does use goal setting as a way to support students’ development of learning strategies. 
Learning strategies were also reflected in the data collection through metacognitive work 
around literacy instruction. The artifact collected to help illustrate how metacognition is being 
used in literacy related to using different reading comprehension strategies. Molly explained,  
The last meta-cognitive strategy that the reading specialist sends out to the whole 
building saying, "Here's your meta-cognitive strategy of the unit, unit one, and 
benchmark." It's posted on a bulletin board, we all have it, and it's in the newsletter for 
parents. That’s the strategy of the unit, and the teachers have it up in their room. 
 
This artifact included strategies such as asking questions, visualizing, determining text 
importance, making inferences/predictions, and summarizing and synthesizing. This artifact was 
used and distributed by the reading specialist to all classroom teachers. However, after reviewing 
this artifact it would appear to be nothing more than a reading comprehension strategy list for 
classroom teacher during their small group instruction. It was not made clear during the 






provide students with specific examples and websites that can be used to reiterate the learning 
strategy. These strategies are being reinforced throughout the building by the reading specialist. 
 
Social Skills. Social skills are the fifth group of noncognitive factors, which includes 
such interpersonal qualities as cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control 
(Malecki & Elliott, 2002). Without question social skills was the largest area that Midlothian 
focused on with regard to noncognitive factors. This is primarily because the Second Step 
program Midlothian uses for instruction has a heavy focus on this portion of noncognitive 
factors. Nicole stated,  
Yes, I think those topics [social skills] are a big focus of the Second Step program that 
we've selected to use in our building. There's a unit on empathy, there's a unit on emotion 
management and some of the individual lessons might be solving conflict, so are 
managing how to overcome frustration both academically and in the social perspective as 
well, so much of those are individual weekly lessons that are part of that program. 
  
Molly concurred that much of the social skills instruction that takes place throughout the school, 
does so because of the Second Step program. She explained, “That [social skills instruction] 
comes with our SEL. That's our Second Step. Yes, that's our curriculum. Our assemblies, our 
celebrations . . . all of the above.” Molly went on to explain other parts of the Second Step 
resource in greater detail, only reinforcing how this product supports social skills development 
for the students of Midlothian. She elaborated, 
Empathy's a whole unit. Problem solving is a whole unit. I think responsibility is 
probably giving students jobs, responsibilities in the classroom. Creating that sense of 
community in the classrooms, that's something that is emphasized in this building a lot, 
which we want to make sure that everybody's creating that sense of community, 
embracing diversity. Our district motto is “Midlothian Chooses Kind”, so every teacher 
instills that into their classroom, and how do we choose kind in this classroom, because 







Nicole also discussed, in some detail, how Second Step supports the social skill development of 
students. She reported,  
So I would say most, if not all, lessons include both a component of video where they're 
seeing a student that's the same age as them in a situation where they're needing to use the 
skills being taught, showing what went well and what they could have done differently. 
There's also a component of music and songs that are used to engage the students and 
again teach those concepts. There's also usually a peer based activity that they will do 
after the lesson to work either one on one or in a small group with a peer to have that 
social environment to be able to talk about the skill or to practice it. So it might be a 
worksheet that they do with a peer or something more experiential, role play, of that 
nature. And then lastly, there is a home component as well, where there's a home link that 
can be sent home for the child and the parent. 
 
 While the Second Step program supports students with explicit instruction, teachers 
found creative ways to incorporate much of what is learned through social skills development in 
other ways around Midlothian School. Molly shared, 
This year we made a tree downstairs, and they all put their hand print on the tree, and it 
says, "We treat each other with kindness." . . . but just really creating that building of 
kindness, and I think every teacher here is working on that in their classroom, and they 
have the same language, so that's something that we've come a long way with, too. 
 
A variety of data sources pointed out the importance of social skills to Midlothian 
School. Instructional resources such as Second Step had a large emphasis on social skills 
instruction and the newly adopted report card had forty percent of the reported behaviors 
referencing socialization. 
This study investigated the leadership behaviors of one Illinois elementary school 
principal as she attempted to provide explicit instruction of noncognitive factors while 
balancing the demands of academic accountability. Three research questions drove this study 






1. How does the principal promote instruction of noncognitive factors and assess the 
school’s effectiveness with teaching students both academic and noncognitive skills? The 
findings would indicate she promoted the instruction of noncognitive factors in a variety ways. 
This would include explicit focus on the Second Step SEL curriculum and the PBIS framework 
to promote a positive learning environment. Additionally, she acted strategically and shared the 
leadership by providing a number of different committees that focused on the SEL 
competencies throughout the building.   
2. What strategies does the elementary principal employ to assist teachers with  
balancing academic accountability demands and instruction of noncognitive factors?   
Principal Molly utilized the Second Step Curriculum and the PBIS framework to help emphasize 
the importance of SEL in her building. However, when given the opportunity to explicitly help 
teachers balance academic accountability demands and the instruction of noncognitive factors, 
there were a number of areas that were not addressed. For example, she and the SIP committee 
did not intentionally embed SEL into this document to explicitly share the importance of SEL 
and noncognitive factors with the faculty. In addition, very little time was dedicated to explicit 
instruction of noncognitive factors based on the evaluation of artifacts that illustrated 
instructional time allotment.  
3. What challenges has the principal encountered and addressed when establishing a  
focus on instruction of noncognitive factors, and what role does state-mandated testing play in 
their ability to do so effectively? Based on the triangulation of the data, the two critical areas that 
were most challenging for Molly included the heavy focus on acidic progress, which primarily 
came from state and local assessments, as well as the lack of time that was allotted for teachers 






were academic and a number of responses from both Molly and Nicole indicated instruction was 
focused on math and reading, while the instruction of noncognitive factors was often “squeezed” 
out. This was reiterated when reviewing the instruction time documents, which showed very 
little time was allocated to the instruction of noncognitive factors. 
Summary 
 This chapter shared findings related to one school principal’s efforts to lead explicit 
instruction of noncognitive factors while balancing the demands of academic accountability. 
Findings indicated that the principal facilitated and engaged in several behaviors that positively 
influenced her school ability to provide instruction of noncognitive factors. These behaviors 
included establishing a focus on learning and acting strategically and sharing leadership. 
However, the findings shared some inconsistencies Principal Molly’s ability to focus on learning 
as it related to all five of the noncognitive factors being studied. For example, minimal evidence 
was collected to support the direct and explicit instruction of academic behaviors and academic 
perseverance. Although data were collected on the desire to learn more about executive function 
and the instructional implementation of some metacognitive strategies, the evidence was 
minimal. Evidence supported learning strategies relative to the goal setting students were 
regularly engaged in and academic mindsets were supported with the work the staff did 
understanding and reinforcing the concepts of fixed and growth mindset. Most evidence was 
collected relative to social skills simply because this is the focus of the curriculum being utilized 
throughout the school. Lastly, findings also indicated that the principal continues to have areas 
for improvement, specifically when trying to successfully manage external environments that 








Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 
Introduction 
This chapter provides a summary of this research study, including a review of the major 
findings. The discussion section expands on the results of the research findings and provides 
insights for practitioners and scholars regarding possible implications. Finally, the final chapter 
concludes with recommendations for practice, policy, and future research in the area of valuing 
noncognitive factors for principal leadership. 
The principal in this study put noncognitive learning at the center of her work. The 
principal engaged in three primary behaviors that promoted instruction of noncognitive factors 
and assessed the school’s effectiveness for instruction of noncognitive factors and academics. 
Behaviors included the implementation of curriculums and frameworks that promoted 
noncognitive skill development, identifying resources and tools to assess academic and 
noncognitive development, and communication with a variety of stakeholders. The principal 
engaged in three primary behaviors that assisted teachers with balancing academic accountability 
demands and instruction of noncognitive factors. Behaviors included providing professional 
development, shared-leadership practices through the assemblance of key committees, and 
student-centered clubs and activities. The principal attempted to address the challenges 
encountered while establishing a focus on instruction of noncognitive factors. The challenges 
included state-mandated testing and a lack of instructional time. 
Discussion of Findings 
This study began with the assumption that valuing noncognitive factors for elementary 






assessments. There are far-reaching consequences of state-mandated assessments that have 
affected teaching and learning practices, administrative decision making, and student 
achievement metrics. Administrators have reported increased attention to data management in an 
effort to more carefully align teaching and learning with assessment goals, as well as greater 
involvement in instructional decisions and increased efforts at instructional leadership (Husband 
& Hunt, 2015). However, current accountability strategies in the United States are not sufficient 
to ensure that every child acquires the knowledge and skills necessary to be successful in the 21st 
century (Darling-Hammond et al., 2014). 
To assist principals with the leadership challenge of valuing noncognitive factors and 
academic progress during a time of state-mandated academic accountability, this study presented 
a theoretical framework for leadership based on the tenets of two frameworks: leadership for 
learning (Murphy et al., 2007) and noncognitive factors (Farrington et al., 2012). Combining 
leadership for learning with noncognitive factors creates a framework for understanding how 
principals can address students’ social emotional needs while advancing their academic progress 







Figure 3. Conceptual Framework for studying leadership for learning practices that focus on 
student learning through the use of noncognitive factors. Expanded from Knapp et al. (2006). 
Analyzing the Principal’s Leadership 
This section provides discussion related to the extent to which the principal evidenced 
leadership behaviors consistent with this theoretical framework. Findings are discussed in 
relation to each of the theoretical frameworks, leadership for learning and noncognitive factors, 
that informed the conceptual framework. Additionally, the overall extent to which the conceptual 
framework provided an accurate description of the principal’s leadership practice is explored.  
The leadership for learning framework presented by Copland and Knapp (2006) informed 
this conceptual framework for this study. Principal Molly reported incorporating all of the 
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(2006) suggested that school leaders who establish a focus on learning engage in the 
development and implementation of curricular frameworks aligned to learning standards. 
Principal Molly was very focused on her efforts to ensure the implementation of both the Second 
Step curriculum and the PBIS school-wide behavioral framework, as well as provide 
professional development for her staff around noncognitive development.  
Copland and Knapp (2006) argued that learning-focused leaders engage external 
environments that matter for learning. In the case of Principal Molly, these were factors that 
were challenging to manage. With state-mandated assessments a reality of principal leadership, 
there is no avoiding the demands these assessments and their accountability place on school 
leaders. The demand for accountability on state-mandated assessments adversely impacted her 
ability to create a school improvement plan (SIP) that balanced the desire for noncognitive 
instruction and limited the instructional time provided to noncognitive factors. The final 
component of learning-focused leadership evidenced by Principal Molly was her ability to act 
strategically and share leadership. She was able to utilize several different committees to help 
create, communicate, and implement a variety of activities related to noncognitive factors. In 
addition, she was able to strategically use teacher leaders to provide professional development 
and support teachers with the implementation of explicit instruction of noncognitive factors. 
Overall, based on Copland and Knapp’s (2006) framework, Principal Molly exemplified 
learning-focused leadership behaviors. The main area of struggle for her was in the area of 
managing external environments, specifically the requirements of state-mandated assessments 
and the time restraints this (what) put on her and her staff to focus on other areas of instruction 
that would be beneficial to the students.  






In addition to the leadership for learning framework, the framework of noncognitive 
factors, presented by Farrington et al. (2012) informed this conceptual framework for this study. 
In the context of this study, findings indicate Principal Molly was able to address all of these 
noncognitive factors. However, her ability to focus and influence her faculty’s ability to 
explicitly instruct in all five factors varied greatly.  
Factors that were supported with the greatest amount of evidence from this study 
included academic mindsets, learning strategies, and social skills. From the interview conducted, 
social skills were most identifiable as these skills were closely linked to the Second Step 
curriculum that was used building-wide. Social skills include such interpersonal qualities as 
cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control (Malecki & Elliott, 2002). The 
Second Step program focuses on four key competencies: learning, empathy, emotion 
management, and problem solving (McNeeley, 2016).   
Principal Molly struggled most with addressing academic behaviors and academic 
perseverance. This (what) is somewhat concerning because Farrington et al. (2012) would 
consider academic behaviors and academic perseverance to be more closely linked to positive 
academic performance in school than the other three noncognitive factors.  
Implications 
Valuing noncognitive factors simultaneously with students’ academic progress is a 
growing area of interest for practitioners, scholars, and legislators. However, little scholarship 
has explored the leadership necessary for implementation to be successful in school settings. 
This study provided insights into the leadership behaviors of one school principal as she led her 






conceptual framework introduced for this study as an effective lens for principal leadership for 
valuing noncognitive factors.  
This section contains recommendations for legislators and educational practitioners. 
These recommendations may be useful for others interested in furthering their thinking about 
how to be value, lead, and implement noncognitive factors in their school. However, the utility 
of these recommendations should be considered while recognizing the findings were based on a 
single case study and are not generalizable. The recommendations presented in this section are 
not to be used in the absence of professional judgement and without consideration for the unique 
needs of the context within which implementation will occur.  
Recommendations for Policy.  
Policymakers should reconsider the value the current state-mandated testing of 
academics in mathematics and reading has for students, parents, and educators. Interview and 
analysis of documents revealed a narrow emphasis on only the academic progress of students. 
Much of this focus was directly tied to the state-mandated assessment in mathematics and 
literacy. While schools exist in a time of accountability, the question policymakers should be 
asking is do schools have the right kinds of accountability and are they asking educators to be 
accountable for the right kind of learning. Policymakers should not devalue progress in 
mathematics and literacy, but should consider other assessment tools that would also value 
noncognitive factors. Policymakers should reconsider what value our current assessment 
framework is adding to our education system. If it is in fact detracting from other learning we 
know to add value for our students, we need to reconsider its value and use state-wide. The 
American Institute for Research (2019), along with the U. S. Department of Education, has 






workplace skills. Many of the skills identified are more closely linked to noncognitive factors 
than content knowledge. The skills or traits identified by the American Institute for Research 
include: integrity, initiative, dependability, adaptability, professionalism, teamwork, 
communication, and respect. Future policy makers should give consideration to how these 
qualities can be monitored more closely for development in our school systems.  
Policymakers should promote dedicated instructional time to noncognitive factors in 
the elementary level. Policymakers should consider mandating time spent on the instruction of 
noncognitive factors. Schools report, each year, the time dedicated to specific content areas. 
Some of these content areas maintain a minimum time allotment per state requirements. To 
better understand the value noncognitive factors have on students’ success both in and outside 
the academic setting should be something policymakers consider when determining “the kind” of 
learning that takes place in schools. Evidence from the interview and document analysis 
indicated time is typically spent on academic content, with less than 3% of instruction time spent 
on explicit instruction of noncognitive factors. However, if policymakers could see the value of 
noncognitive instruction for academic progress as well, time may be more easily dedicated to 
this valuable practice. 
Recommendations for Practice  
The primary focus of this study was on leadership that valued noncognitive factors. As 
such, the findings of this study serve best to inform the leadership practices of those interested in 
better understanding how noncognitive factors can better prepare their student populations.  
School principals should purposefully align standards, to resources, to assessment 
tools, to reporting tools. Findings from this study indicated inconsistencies with how aligned the 






intended to be aligned to the three social-emotional learning standards; however, the assessment 
tool (SAEBRS) was not necessarily aligned to the resource and how those results were being 
communicated to parents via the school report card was also in question relative to what the state 
standards are for social-emotional learning. This may be a broader district question; however, 
purposeful alignment of these resources would make for implementation and communication of 
noncognitive growth less challenging.   
Principals should look to identify instructional resources and an assessment tool for 
noncognitive factors and professional development for its successful implementation. As 
described by the principal and social worker, the successful implementation of the Second Step 
program, or other noncognitive initiatives, such as developing a growth mindset in students, were 
all related to shared leadership and professional learning. However, the study also indicated there 
were challenges with ensuring the school-wide resource adequately taught all five areas of 
noncognitive development and the assessment tool had some implementation concerns. School 
principals should have a rigorous adoption criteria before adopting any resource that is intended 
to support students’ development of noncognitive factors. Part of this evaluation process should 
be identifying a tool that will accurately measure students’ progress towards specific standards or 
competencies. Ensuring these resources are congruent will allow for easier implementation and 
all stakeholders will see the interconnectedness of instruction and assessment.   
Recommendations for Leadership Preparation and Future Research 
First, leadership for learning should be emphasized during leadership preparation. 
This study conveyed the value and importance of several leadership practices associated with the 
leadership for learning framework. Those practices included, establishing a focus on learning and 






shared understanding for school initiatives, provided them the autonomy to make decisions and 
provide professional learning opportunities, and work collectively in committees that helped 
make key school initiatives cultural throughout the building. 
Second, a broader understanding of noncognitive factors and how they are deeply 
tied to academic success should be emphasized during leadership preparation AND a focus 
of future research. There is growing evidence that acknowledges the role that noncognitive 
factors such as perseverance, determination, tenacity, and grit can play in learning (Duckworth et 
al., 2007; Tough, 2012). However, leadership for learning framework only focuses on the 
importance of academic progress. The role of our education system is changing and the need to 
educate and value the whole child is a growing concept. Therefore, additional leadership 
preparation should include understanding the value of noncognitive factors. In addition, we have 
not yet reached a tipping point with the research available to help all stakeholders understand the 
interconnectedness of cognitive and noncognitive growth. Therefore, additional research should 
be conducted that continues to identify the interconnectedness of these two topics. Only through 
this additional research will all stakeholders understand the value of noncognitive development 
for our youngest students.      
Finally, future studies could more closely look at the academic success of students 
where the principal has engaged in valuing the explicit instruction of noncognitive factors. 
A longitudinal study of academic progress is needed to determine how noncognitive instruction 
may or may not impact students’ academic success. This could be done in a variety of ways, but 
to look at a multi-site case study where the demographics are similar, but the variable is the 
leader’s ability to value and focus the staff’s efforts on noncognitive instruction would be a 







Researchers are continuing to examine students’ use of noncognitive factors, such as 
study skills, management strategies, and goal-setting capabilities, and their effects on student 
learning. In large part, what makes these skills, strategies, and dispositions appealing is the 
recognition that such things can be taught and learned, and research suggests that all are 
important for success both during and beyond formal schooling (Conley, 2015).  
This case study provided an account of how one principal in Illinois provided leadership 
for effective implementation of explicit noncognitive instruction. The study developed a 
conceptual framework constructed on tenets of leadership for learning and noncognitive factors. 
Combined, these frameworks offered a mediating conceptual framework for leadership that 
values noncognitive factors for successful student outcomes.  
While useful in the context of this study, this conceptual framework remains unproven. 
Further research should be directed toward examining the utility of this framework for leading 
and valuing the explicit instruction of noncognitive factors. Other schools that differ in size, 
grade-level structure, academic performance, and student demographics should be considered. 
However, what is certain is that this conceptual framework provides a starting point for 
purposeful thinking about how elementary leaders can successfully value noncognitive factors 
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Email Soliciting Viable Schools 
Dear [Insert Name of Superintendent, Principal, CASEL] or Marjorie Cave (DuPage County 
Regional Office of Education’s SEL Service provider), 
I am the principal at May Whitney Elementary School in Lake Zurich, Illinois and am 
completing my Doctor of Education degree in Education Policy, Organization and Leadership at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. I am conducting my dissertation research on 
elementary leadership that explicitly focuses on social-emotional learning and academic growth 
of students. My advisor, Dr. Donald Hackmann, is directing my study. I am contacting you 
because schools in DuPage County have a partnership with the Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). Because you have access to schools that have 
successfully partnered with CASEL, I am hoping that you will be willing provide the names of 
schools that match the necessary criteria to participate in a comparative case study that seeks to 
investigate the implementation of leadership practices that focuses on valuing both academic and 
social-emotional development in elementary age students.   
If you are willing to have a brief discussion with me about the study, please let me know and I 
will contact you for a 10-15 minute phone conversation to obtain the names of elementary school 
districts that currently have a partnership with CASEL. 
If you have questions or comments regarding this study, please contact my dissertation advisor, 
Dr. Donald Hackmann (dghack@illinois.edu, 217.333.0230). For additional information 
concerning the study criteria, please contact me at (cmartel2@illinois.edu or at 847.540.3426). 




Department of Education Policy, Organization and Leadership  









Email Confirming Study Eligibility and Soliciting Participation  
Dear [Insert Name of Superintendent], 
 
I am the principal at May Whitney Elementary School in Lake Zurich, Illinois and am 
completing my Doctor of Education degree in Education Policy, Organization and Leadership at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. I am conducting my dissertation research on 
elementary leadership that explicitly focuses on noncognitive and academic growth of 
elementary students. My advisor, Dr. Donald Hackmann, is directing my study. As you likely are 
aware, schools in DuPage County have a partnership with the Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). I am contacting you because schools within your 
district have successfully partnered with CASEL. 
 
Based on your district’s partnership with CASEL, it appears that for the last few school years 
your school district has a well-established focus on both academic and noncognitive 
development for your students.  
I am contacting you to determine if you could identify two elementary principals in your district 
who have established a focus in their schools on both academic and noncognitive development in 
students. The criteria to determine if this is the case is as follows: 
1. must have served as principal in her/his current school for at least three years, 
2. focuses on fostering a school culture focused on the teaching and learning of 
noncognitive factors, 
3. focused on improving achievement for all students, 
4. has established key school structures and systems that support the continuous 
improvement of the teaching staff, 
5. has created formal and/or informal structures that support shared leadership practices 
among the staff, and 
6. has developed effective systems to monitor and evaluate noncognitive instruction. 
 
If you can identify candidates based on these criteria, I hope that you would be willing to permit 
me to conduct research within the school district. If schools within your school district are 
selected for inclusion in the study, members of your school community will participate in 
interviews and site observations. The amount of time necessary for any staff member agreeing to 
an interview is estimated at 45 to 60 minutes per interview. In addition, principals will be asked 
to share forms related to academic and noncognitive development of students. Such forms may 
include copies of school improvement plans, professional development plans, staff or team 
meeting agendas, or other artifacts related to academic and noncognitive development of 
students. All forms will be blank and will not contain any personal identifiable information.  
 
If you can identify two elementary school leaders that have a clear focus on both academic and 
noncognitive development for his/her students and you are interested in your district’s 
participation in this study, please respond via email (cmartel2@illinois.edu) or phone (847-540-






be delivered to you by email. If you have questions or comments regarding this study, please 
contact my dissertation advisor, Dr. Donald Hackmann (dghack@illinois.edu, 217-333-0230). 





Department of Education Policy, Organization and Leadership 
























Email Invitation for Principal Participation in Interview and Site Observations 
Dear SCHOOL PRINCIPAL, 
I am principal at May Whitney Elementary School in Lake Zurich, Illinois and am completing my Doctor 
of Education degree in Education Policy, Organization and Leadership at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. I am conducting my dissertation research on elementary principals in schools that 
explicitly focus on noncognitive and academic growth; my advisor, Dr. Donald Hackmann is directing my 
study. I am contacting you because your school has a partnership with CASEL, and your superintendent 
has recommended you for this study. I am interested in potentially conducting a case study within your 
school. First, I would like to contact you for a brief screening interview to be sure you meet the criteria 
previously established by the Regional Office of Education of DuPage County and your superintendent. If 
you meet the criteria after this phone screener, I would ask for your permission to conduct more extensive 
interviews with you and to conduct interviews with teachers in your school that are part of your school 
leadership team or utilizing instructional practices that focus on noncognitive factors. During the 
conversation, I will explain to the teachers that this is a voluntary opportunity and they will be given the 
right to opt out of participating. In addition to speaking with your teachers, I am interested in speaking 
with you regarding your leadership practices and the development of noncognitive skills with your 
students. Below I have included an overview of the study as well as information related to what teachers 
who agree to participate would be required to do. 
Purpose of the study: To identify effective leadership practices of elementary principals when balancing 
the importance of instruction of noncognitive factors with the demands of accountability for academic 
progress.  
Teacher requirements for the study if they decide to participate:  
● 1 to 2 formal group interviews related to leadership practices that foster their ability to develop 
students’ noncognitive factors and academic factors 
● Voluntary opportunity to provide me with any blank forms used to measure or evaluate the 
school’s effectiveness towards the development of noncognitive factors or academic factors in 
their students. This may include school improvement plans, team meeting notes, lesson plans, 
progress monitoring tools, and any school or classroom communication for the community.  
● The time commitment is approximated 45-60 minutes per group interview 
Administrator requirements for the study if you decide to participate: 
● Minimum of two formal interviews related to leadership practices that foster teachers’ ability to 
develop students’ noncognitive factors and academic factors, plus follow-up interviews, as 
needed. 
● Voluntary opportunity to provide me with any blank forms used to measure or evaluate the 
school’s effectives toward the development of noncognitive factors or academic factors in their 
students. This may include school improvement plans, team meeting notes, lesson plans, progress 
monitoring tools, and any school or classroom communication for the community. 
● The time commitment is approximately 45-60 minutes per interview. 
In addition, I will conduct site observations of any staff meetings, team meetings, or leadership meetings 
related to discussion of noncognitive factors. Site observations will also include classroom instruction 






Please feel free to contact me at cmartel2@illinois.edu or 847-540-3426 if you have any questions or 
concerns. If you have questions or comments regarding this study, please contact my dissertation advisor, 
Dr. Donald Hackmann (dghack@illinois.edu, 217-333-0230). Thank you for your consideration. 
Sincerely, 
Chris Martelli 
Department of Education Policy, Organization and Leadership 









































Principal Screening Interview via Phone 
Introduction and Purpose 
Today, I am calling because your superintendent identified you as a principal that explicitly 
focuses on both the noncognitive and academic development of your students and your school 
has a partnership with CASEL. I am conducting my dissertation research on elementary 
principals who explicitly focus on noncognitive and academic growth. I am interested in 
potentially conducting a case study within your school and would like to conduct a brief 10-
minute screening interview to determine if you meet the criteria for this study. 
As indicated on the informed consent form, I will be taking detailed notes of this interview and 
all personally identifiable information will be removed and replaced by pseudonyms. Should you 
wish to stop the interview at any time, you may do so. 
Questions 
1. Does your building have a working relationship with CASEL? If yes, for how long? 
Please describe your understanding of noncognitive/SEL instruction and what you do to 
help support teachers in developing noncognitive skills in your students. 
2. Based on the following description, do you believe this summarizes your leadership 
style? You are a leader that has established a clear vision and goals for your building. 
You understand how to measure progress towards these goals, you provide professional 
development to support these goals, and you utilize team leaders and other staff to help 
promote a positive learning environment. If yes, what specific examples can you provide 
to support your answer? 
3. Is there anything else you would like for me to consider when determining your 
eligibility for the study? 
This concludes the screening interview. Should you and your school be selected for participation 
















Email Invitation for Teacher Participation in Interview and Site Observations 
Dear TEACHER, 
I am principal at May Whitney Elementary School in Lake Zurich, Illinois and am completing my Doctor 
of Education degree in Education Policy, Organization and Leadership at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. I am conducting my dissertation research on the Elementary Principals in schools 
that explicitly focus on noncognitive and academic growth; my advisor, Dr. Donald Hackmann is 
directing my study. I am contacting you because your principal has met the criteria of having a 
partnership with CASEL and your superintendent identified him/her as a leader that focuses on both the 
noncognitive and academic development of your students. I am interested in talking with you because 
your principal has identified you as being someone who either has experience implementing instruction 
that focuses on noncognitive factors or due to your participation on the school leadership team that 
focuses or develops a process to implement instruction that focuses on noncognitive factors. During the 
conversation, I will explain that this is a voluntary opportunity and you will be given the right to opt out 
of participating. Below I have included an overview of the study as well as information related to what 
teachers who agree to participate would be required to do. 
Purpose of the study: To identify effective leadership practices of elementary principals when balancing 
the importance of instruction of noncognitive factors with the demands of accountability for academic 
progress.  
Teacher requirements for the study if they decide to join:  
● 1 to 2 formal interviews related to leadership practices that foster their ability to develop students’ 
noncognitive factors and academic factors. 
● Voluntary opportunity to provide the researcher with any blank forms used to measure or evaluate 
the school’s effectiveness towards the development of noncognitive factors or academic factors in 
their students. This may include school improvement plans, team meeting notes, lesson plans, 
progress monitoring tools, and any school or classroom communication for the community.  
● The time commitment is approximately 45 to 60 minutes per group interview. 
Administrator requirements for the study if you decide to join: 
● Two formal interviews related to leadership practices that foster teachers’ ability to develop 
students’ noncognitive factors and academic factors. 
● Voluntary opportunity to provide the researcher with any blank forms used to measure or evaluate 
the school’s effectives towards the development of noncognitive factors or academic factors in 
their students. This may include school improvement plans, team meeting notes, lesson plans, 
progress monitoring tools, and any school or classroom communication for the community. 
● The time commitment is approximated 45 to 60 minutes per group interview. 
In addition, the researcher will conduct site observations of any staff meetings, team meetings, or 
leadership meetings related to discussion of noncognitive factors. Site observations will also include 
classroom instruction where noncognitive factors are explicitly being taught or reinforced.  
Please feel free to contact me at cmartel2@illinois.edu or 847-540-3426 if you have any questions or 
concerns. If you have questions or comments regarding this study, please contact my dissertation advisor, 








Department of Education Policy, Organization and Leadership 






























Informed Consent: Principal and Teacher 
 
Valuing Noncognitive Factors and Academic Accountability for Elementary Leaders: A Multi-Site 
Case Study 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  Researchers are required to provide a consent form 
such as this one to tell you about the research, to explain that taking part is voluntary, to describe the risks 
and benefits of participation, and to help you to make an informed decision.  You should feel free to ask the 
researchers any questions you may have. 
Principal Investigator Name and Title: Dr. Donald Hackmann, Professor 
Department and Institution: Education Policy, Organization and Leadership, University of Illinois 
Address and Contact Information: 343 Education Building, dghack@illinois.edu, 217.333.0230 
 
Why am I being asked?     
You have been asked to participate in the research because your elementary school and district and school are 
participating in the Collaborative for Academic and Social Emotional Learning (CASEL), and your school has 
been focusing on noncognitive factors as a means for social/emotional and academic progress. 
Approximately 20 educators in your school, including teachers and administrators, will be interviewed. Also, 
observations will be conducted in the school. You are being asked because of your involvement with 
promoting social/emotional learning in your school. Your participation in this research is voluntary.  Your 
decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future dealings with the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and it will not affect your relationships in your school or school districts.  If 
you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without affecting these relationships.  
 
What is the purpose of this research?    
The focus of this study is to examine the leadership practices of elementary principals and teachers when 
balancing the importance of instruction of noncognitive factors with the demands of accountability for 
academic progress. The study addresses the following questions: 
1. How do principals promote instruction of noncognitive factors and assess the school’s effectiveness 
with teaching students both academic and noncognitive skills? 
2. What strategies do the elementary principals employ to assist teachers with balancing state 
accountability demands and instruction of noncognitive factors? 
3. What challenges have principals encountered and addressed when establishing a focus on instruction 
of noncognitive factors, and what role does state-mandates testing play in their ability to do so 
effectively. 
 
What procedures are involved?  
SOCIAL BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH CONSENT FORM TEMPLATE 







This case study involves interviews, observations, and document analysis in two Illinois public elementary 
schools. The Investigator will come to your school during the next several months (May 2018 through 
December 2018). 
Teachers participating will be identified by the principal using one of the two criteria: the depth of their 
experience implementing instruction that focuses on noncognitive factors or their participation on a school 
leadership team that focuses or develops a process to implement instruction that focuses on noncognitive 
factors. Should you consent, you will participate in one interview, which should last no longer than one hour. 
Interview questions will focus on the school’s practices in promoting social-emotional learning. You are 
permitted to skip any interview questions that you prefer not to answer. Interviews will be audiotaped for the 
purposes of data analysis and will be transcribed, with all identifying information removed to protect 
confidentiality of the participants. You will receive a copy of the transcript by email attachment to double-
check the information, and you may be contacted by telephone or email for clarification of your interview 
responses. Should you agree, you also may be contacted for follow-up interviews. Your interview responses 
will be kept confidential and secure, and the results of the interviews will only be reported in the aggregate. If 
you are participating in a focus group interview, this format does not provide complete confidentiality 
because participants will hear their colleagues’ responses. Although we cannot guarantee that topics discussed 
in this focus group will not be shared outside the group, we will take careful precautions to monitor and 
control the group discussion so responses remain focused on the interview questions. Publication may 
include the use of quotations from your interview in educational presentations, on websites, in a dissertation, 
and in professional publications, but pseudonyms will be used for all quotations so your responses cannot be 
attributed to you.  
Site observations will be used to observe any school meetings relative to the use of noncognitive instructional 
strategies. These meetings could include staff meetings, team meetings, or building leadership team meetings. 
Site observations will also include classroom instruction where noncognitive factors are explicitly being taught 
or reinforced. Observations will be conducted with teachers who previously agreed to the observation and 
handwritten notes will be taken. No information pertaining to individual students will be obtained. Note 
taking during these observations will include pseudonyms assigned for each participant. You also may choose 
to voluntarily provide documents or other artifacts to assist the researchers in understanding the school’s 
practices. 
What are the potential risks and discomforts? 
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you would 
experience in everyday life. 
Are there benefits to taking part in the research?   
This study is not designed to benefit you directly. This study is designed to learn more about effective 
leadership practices elementary principals when balancing the importance of instruction of noncognitive 
factors with the demands of accountability for academic progress. The study results may be used to help 
educators in elementary schools in the future. 
What other options are there? 
You have the option to not participate in this study 







We will use all reasonable efforts to keep your personal information confidential, but we cannot guarantee 
absolute confidentiality. When this research is discussed or published, no one will know that you were in the 
study. But, when required by law or university policy, identifying information (including your signed consent 
form) may be seen or copied by:  
● The Institutional Review Board that approves research studies;  
● The Office for Protection of Research Subjects and other university departments that oversee human 
subjects research; and 
● University and state auditors responsible for oversight of research. 
 
What are the costs for participating in this research?    
There are no costs to you for participating in this research. 
Will I be reimbursed for any of my expenses or paid for my participation in this research? 
You will not be offered payment for being in this study. 
Can I withdraw or be removed from the study?  
If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
Who should I contact if I have questions?  
Contact the researchers Dr. Donald Hackmann (dghack@illinois.edu, 217.333.0230 or Chris Martelli 
(cmartel2@illinois.edu, 847.540.3426): 
● if you have any questions about this study or your part in it; 
● if you have questions, concerns or complaints about the research. 
 
What are my rights as a research subject? 
If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or if you have any questions 
about your rights as a research subject, including questions, concerns, complaints, or to offer input, you may 
call the Office for the Protection of Research Subjects (OPRS) at 217-333-2670 or e-mail OPRS at 
irb@illinois.edu 
Remember:      
Your participation in this research is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with the University.  If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at 
any time without affecting that relationship. 
I have read (or someone has read to me) the above information.  I have been given an opportunity to ask 
questions and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I agree to participate in this research, and 
I also agree to having my interview audio-recorded.  I will be given a copy of this signed and dated form. 
 
_____________________________________   ___________________ 










_____________________________________   ___________________ 

















Individual Principal Interview Questions 
1. How long have you been a principal? How long in this district and in your current 
school? 
2. Have you established a clear vision and goals for your school? If so, what are they? How 
do you measure your progress toward specific goals? What kind of professional 
development do you provide to support teachers in accomplishing school goals? 
3. How do you manage instructional programs and professional development? How do you 
utilize team leaders or other internal leaders to develop PD plans that emphasize 
noncognitive instruction? 
4. How have you promoted a positive learning environment for your staff? 
5. How has PARCC, NCLB, or the passing of ESSA affected your abilities to focus on 
noncognitive and academic growth for your students? 
6. How does your school measure and report student progress? Does your school only focus 
on academic progress or are there ways of measuring noncognitive development as well? 
If so, what is used to measure this growth? 
7. How have you focused your efforts on both noncognitive development and academic 
development of your students? What behaviors have you displayed to your staff that 
reflect this? 
8. What factors have impeded your ability to implement change that focuses on 
noncognitive factors, and how have you worked to address them? 
9. How does your school monitor student attendance, student participation in class, and 
student completion of assignments?  
10. How does your school convey to students the importance of applying effort, trying many 
strategies, and persevering through difficulty? 
11. How do your teachers provide an environment of cooperation, responsibility, and 
empathy for your students? Is there any explicit instruction that is provided to develop 
these social skills in students? 
12. What specific learning strategies, if any, been explicitly taught to assist students with 
cognitive work? 
13. How have your teachers developed a sense of belonging for students? How have they 
fostered the notion that a student’s ability and competency will grow with increased 
effort? Is there anything specific teachers have done to make work more valued by 
students or give them a sense they can succeed at the work they are doing? 
14. How do you communicate the value and importance of noncognitive factors to both staff 
and parents? 












Focus Group Teacher Interview Questions 
1. How long have you been a teacher? How long in this district? 
2. Have has your principal established a clear vision and goals for your school? What are 
they? How does your school measure progress toward specific goals? What kind of 
professional development do you receive to accomplish school goals? 
3. How does your principal manage instructional programs and professional development? 
How does your principal utilize team leaders or other internal leaders to develop PD 
trainings that emphasize noncognitive instruction? 
4. How has PARCC, NCLB, or the passing of ESSA affected your abilities to focus on 
noncognitive and academic growth for your students? 
5. Does your school only focus on measuring academic progress or are there ways of 
measuring noncognitive development as well? If so, what is used to measure this growth? 
6. How has your principal focused his/her efforts on both noncognitive development and 
academic development of your students? What behaviors has your principal displayed 
that reflect this? 
7. What factors have impeded your school’s ability to implement change that focuses on 
noncognitive factors, and how have your principal and teachers addressed these? 
8. How do you monitor student participation in class and student completion of 
assignments?  
9. How do you convey to students the importance of applying effort, trying many strategies, 
and persevering through difficulty? Is there any explicit instruction that is provided to 
develop these skills? 
10. How do you provide an environment of cooperation, responsibility, and empathy for your 
students? Is there any explicit instruction that is provided to develop these social skills in 
students? 
11. Have any specific learning strategies been explicitly taught to assist students with 
cognitive work? 
12. How have you developed a sense of belonging for students? How have you fostered the 
notion that a student’s ability and competency will grow with increased effort? 
13. How does your principal communicate the value and importance of noncognitive factors 
to both staff and parents? 














Site Observation Tool 
Date: __________________________________ 
Location: __________________________ Participants: ______________________________ 
Name or Type of Artifact in use or discussed (if applicable): ____________________________ 























































Artifact Analysis Tool 
Date: __________________________________________________________ 





purpose of artifact 
Implementing agents’ 
explanation of the 
purpose of artifact 
Observation of how 




































   
 
